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Prologue


LONDON


Dr Elsa de Marco sat in the television studio make-up room and closed her eyes to allow the make-up artist to begin the slow task of airbrushing her with foundation. It was a fabulous gizmo, Elsa often said to people who marvelled at her youthful screen self – despite the HD screens – and her not-so-youthful self in the flesh.


One moment she was pale with the wrinkles and uneven pigment of a sixty-year-old woman, and the next, she was sandblasted with television-quality beige, fluffed up with peachy, illuminating blusher to create cheekbones, and the majority of her wrinkles were expertly hidden with special magic pens.


Even her eyes, hooded now from age, shone out of her face the way they used to all those years ago: bright, a little too knowing, eyes that had seen it all, now lined with expert gel liner to give her gravitas along with a hint of sex appeal.


The thinking man’s TV psychoanalyst crumpet, a newspaper supplement had once called her.


Tanya, the presenter of The Casebook, had not been pleased. Tanya liked all attention on herself.


‘I hate the press interviews,’ Elsa had pointed out with the calm, even tones she found worked with highly strung, highly jealous people like Tanya.


‘That’s right, you don’t,’ said Tanya, looking curious. Why would anyone not want to be in the newspapers?


‘You’re better at that sort of thing,’ Elsa added before Tanya got thinking as to why any reasonable person would pass up lifelong exposure to media scrutiny, which was Tanya’s dream.


If Tanya had ever asked her this, Elsa would say that psychoanalysts liked to stay in the background and let the stars shine, which would be handily manipulative – and not entirely honest.


In truth, Elsa didn’t want anyone delving too deeply into her life. Being in the background was her speciality.


Elsa’s close friends still teased her about the ‘thinking man’s TV psychoanalyst crumpet’ comment. But her psychoanalyst friends, who thought their profession should stick to small rooms, couches and comfy chairs instead of television shows, didn’t mention it, apart from the odd comment about how nice it must be not having to worry about money.


Either way, Elsa didn’t mind. She’d learned that she could not change how other people thought of her. And having money, after many years of playing catch-up, was nice.


Still, she didn’t look too bad for a woman her age, Elsa had to admit, staring at herself in the mirror.


‘Where could I get one of those foundation spray-on machines?’ her tactless, young, new upstairs neighbour had asked only the previous weekend, catching Elsa about to leave the house and exclaiming again that television make-up was: ‘science-fiction brilliant because, honestly, look at your skin now compared to when you’re on the telly!’


The Elsa of thirty years ago might have snapped that, yes, she was an aged harridan compared to the twenty-something in front of her, and she had a polymer mask that they glued on in the TV studio. But the Elsa who’d spent most of the past twenty-four years praying for peace and acceptance at great personal cost smiled benignly at her neighbour and said, ‘They’re available on the internet, I think.’


‘Oh, gosh, thank you. My skin …’ The young woman touched her face, and Elsa, who hadn’t been wearing her glasses, finally noticed the acne marks. ‘It’s so hard to find the right foundation for coverage,’ she said awkwardly.


‘This is great, but you’re too young and beautiful to need it,’ Elsa said kindly.


The young woman grinned.


‘I’ve seen you on TV – you’re always the nicest one to people. My mum’s dead impressed I’m living above you. If she comes up to London, could she get your autograph?’


‘Of course,’ said Elsa, but the knot was in her chest again. Incredible how few words could do it.


She’d learned how to deal with the knot. Repeating her words to live by helped: the wisdom you’ve learned was worth the journey. That’s what she told herself every single morning.


But it didn’t always help.


All of these thoughts were rippling around in Elsa’s mind as she was being beautified that morning in the busy make-up room in OTV, where a rising boy band with degrees in hotness were being cooed over in one corner and a Miss World-lookalike newsreader with a degree in English Lit was being stared at by the boy band. Just your average morning in make-up.


Amid the buzz, Gigi chatted to Elsa. ‘What’s the topic this morning?’ she asked.


Elsa liked it when Gigi was the artist working on her face. She was young, calming and concentrated on her work. Their conversations about the show centred Elsa, took her into the space of thinking about the guests and what she was going to say.


‘Grandparents’ rights in the first show, and then plastic surgery and the danger of unrealistic expectations about it,’ said Elsa.


‘Interesting,’ said Gigi, standing back to check if Elsa’s eyes were evenly shadowed. ‘So not to expect a nose job will change your life – it’ll only change your nose.’


‘Exactly,’ said Elsa, thinking of precisely how painful a nose job actually was, because she’d had one. It had hurt like hell and she’d looked like she’d been in a fist fight for two weeks. ‘You could be doing my job.’


Gigi laughed. ‘You’ve got the qualifications, Doc,’ she said. ‘I’d just be talking common sense but you really know what you’re talking about.’


Elsa smiled good-naturedly. A degree was a wonderful thing to hide behind. A doctorate was even better.


Dr Elsa de Marco was an expert and nobody asked experts how they knew what they did. It had all been learned in dry, dusty lecture halls and over endless hours of listening to people spill out their pain as they lay on the analyst’s couch. People never expected academics to have learned most of their wisdom the hard way.


Still, Elsa had found college a joy: learning why people were made the way they were was like finding the key to the puzzle of everyone she had ever known.


Gigi went back to her work, instructing Elsa to close her eyelids again. Under the black nylon make-up cape, Elsa’s hand strayed to her left armpit, as it had so often these past few days.


Stop it, she told herself.


She’d palpated the lump so many times it would be impossible now to know if she’d created this swelling with its dull ache or if it really was something sinister. Probably nothing. That’s what she said at night when her fingers touched it lightly, an innocent little nodule that could be so many things.


Sign of an infection, for a start. Plus she was run-down. Filming twenty shows in a ten-day schedule was insane.


‘Budgets,’ was the answer of the production company and the show’s constantly beleaguered producer, Stanley. Cheaper to get the team in for a full day and work them to the bone filming two shows in a row. Get the guests up for one night in a London hotel – not as good as the old hotels used to be, now cheaper chains with no mini-bar so vast drinks bills could not be rung up with after-show relief. Have make-up do everyone in one high-speed swoop. So what if the afternoon guests’ minimal make-up was sliding off their faces after lunch in the canteen? Nobody wanted to see the guests looking too glamorous: real life in all its normal, reddened or aged skin was what was called for. The talent – the show’s host, Tanya, plus Elsa and Malik, the child psychologist – all had the services of a make-up artist on set so that by the second show, they were still unshiny and with no thread veins peeking through.


Suddenly Tanya breezed in, a cloud of heavy perfume behind her along with a nervous PA wielding a cup of coffee and an iPad. Everyone with eyes closed for eyeliner opened them to see the vision.


Today, Tanya was encased in some sort of bandage dress that Elsa knew her fashion-conscious friend, Mari, would be able to identify. In it, Tanya’s forty-five-year-old body looked like a rather sexy mummy straight out of the sarcophagus, having torn her bandages to mid-thigh and rather low on the bosom.


‘Tanya knows about the pain of cosmetic surgery,’ Gigi murmured quietly to Elsa.


Elsa smothered a laugh. Tanya’s bosoms had miraculously increased in size one summer and she’d had the gall to say she planned to be the face/bosom of an entirely natural breast-increasing cream.


‘They’re going to pay me a fortune!’ she’d said gleefully.


Stanley, a man with great sad eyes like a Bassett hound and an entirely bald head from tearing his hair out over budgets, had taken her aside and muttered that she might be accused of false advertising.


‘Any, er … cosmetic help would count against you if you implied the, er … increase was due to creams alone,’ he’d said, desperately trying not to look at Tanya’s breasts, which perched high on her chest as if they were a TV drama heroine’s and had been stuffed into a corset by Wardrobe.


When Tanya had subsequently taken two days off ‘sick’ as proof of her rage, Stanley had been heard to say he should have kept shtum and let her be sued.


‘You’re ready to go, Elsa,’ said Gigi cheerfully five minutes later, admiring her handiwork and sliding the cape off Elsa’s shoulders.


‘Thank you,’ said Elsa with the genuine warmth that had made her a star.


‘If you can fake warmth, you can do anything,’ Tanya liked to say, a bastardisation of the old W. C. Fields joke about being able to fake sincerity. Tanya’s warmth was skin-deep and most of the time she shimmered with malice. Tanya hated that Elsa was beloved of the viewers.


For a moment, Elsa thought about what would happen if the lump under her armpit turned out to be more than her being a bit run-down. Tanya would tonelessly say, ‘Oh dear,’ and then turn to Stanley and the director to discuss Elsa’s replacement in a heartbeat. Tanya’s reputation for being as hard as nails was entirely deserved.


The lump was bound to be nothing, Elsa assured herself. Nine out of ten breast lumps were not cancerous. Use your training. Calm yourself. Do not catastrophise. Give it a few weeks and see if it calms down.


She remembered a doctor once telling her that if you heard hoofbeats, you shouldn’t always assume zebras were coming. Breast cancer was a herd of zebras, or whatever the collective noun was. This was probably nothing.


She climbed down from the make-up chair and went back into her dressing room where she made, purely for want of something to do, another cup of lemon and ginger tea.


She sat in the stiff armchair she’d made comfortable over the years with some cushions, trying to run over the details of the first show. But her mind was betraying her, slipping and sliding all over the place, refusing to deal with the case of grandparents trying to persuade an angry former daughter-in-law that her children would benefit from seeing them.


The Casebook was supposed to be a cut above the ordinary ‘let’s open the DNA-test envelope and see who the father is’ morning show. Elsa was proud of the work she’d done on it over its ten-year run. It was the achievement she was second most proud of in her life. The list of things she regretted was far longer, but time and help had taught her to forgive herself for her failings.


Yet she couldn’t forgive herself for them all. Sometimes it was impossible to close the door on the past.


Again her hand slipped under her silk blouse to the painful lump. If it was cancer, what would she do? Did she have the courage to confront things the way she made people on the show or in her practice confront things? She’d confronted so much herself, but now she was out of energy.


Physician heal thyself.


No, she was fed up with dealing with things. She’d let this wait. She’d know if it was serious, wouldn’t she?









One


DUBLIN


Dark hair plastered to her head with rain, Cassie Reynolds stood in the weary queue in Starbucks at five past eight in the morning and half-listened to the conversations going on around her.


‘The kids won’t get up for school. Do you think it’s easy for me, I asked them?’ demanded a forty-something woman laden down with laptop bag, handbag and light raincoat for the unseasonable downpour outside.


‘They won’t go to bed on time,’ agreed her friend, equally laden down.


Cassie, mother-of-two, and carrying just as much equipment in the way of laptop, overstuffed handbag and rain gear as the two women, understood their pain. Her daughters Lily and Beth, thirteen and fifteen respectively, seemed to think it was her fault that they had to get up for school in the morning.


‘It’s inhuman. Teenagers have rights too,’ Beth had taken to saying when 6.45 rolled around each morning and Cassie woke the household up.


Cassie wondered if she could go into the school Amnesty International group – which Beth had just joined – and point out that they were supposed to be explaining to the kids in class about basic human rights, and that this didn’t include moaning about their own first-world problems.


‘I’m sooo tired,’ Lily complained every day. ‘Can I have five more minutes, pleeease?’


‘I don’t want to get up either,’ Cassie wanted to say when she was poleaxed with exhaustion. ‘But we have to. You need to go to school or I’ll go to jail for keeping you out, and I need to earn money. Simples?’


She hadn’t said it so far – she knew she’d sound unhinged if she did. Unhinged was bad parenting, apparently. Or so it said in the women’s magazines she occasionally had the energy to skim through at night in bed.


Trying to get everyone to bed earlier didn’t work, nor did dire threats to remove electronic equipment for weeks. The only possible power she had left was turning off the Wi-Fi but she quite liked going on Pinterest herself in the evenings. She liked meandering in and out of photos of lovely holiday destinations and photos of adorable animals, pinning them on her wall of ‘Places I’d Like to Visit’ or ‘Cute!’ boards.


All of this activity was avoidance of setting up a ‘Why Are Teenagers So Tricky?’ or ‘Am I a Bad Mother?’ board, which would be far more to the point.


She pondered this as she stood in the queue. Was it the girls’ ages that made her feel so stressed lately?


Yes, that was it: being a parent of modern teenage daughters was the equivalent of running the Government or the health service. No matter what you did, you were always in trouble. Nobody apologised for yelling at you, nobody hugged you, and no matter what sort of fabulous meal you conjured out of thin air after a full day of work, nobody ever said thanks.


The years of being ‘fabulous Mummy’ had morphed into slamming doors to a chorus of ‘You’re horrible and I hate you!’


It broke Cassie’s heart.


She’d tried so hard to make her family into all the things she’d missed as a child: the perfect nuclear family with a cat, home-cooked food, camping holidays and Cassie doing her best to help with homework even though she worked full-time. And it had worked, until about two years ago when her daughters had hit hormone city one after the other and, suddenly, they weren’t a nuclear family – they’d just become nuclear.


Making scones or healthy oat and raisin cookies on Sundays for the girls’ lunches at school the following week didn’t cut any ice when someone was sulking up a storm over not being allowed to go to a party where Cassie knew the parents would think it perfectly fine to let teenagers bring their own beer.


Saturday night was no longer a cosy movie-and-take-away family night because the girls spent the whole evening ignoring the movie and texting, despite dire warnings about phone confiscation. Now Beth could officially watch 15 movies, she wanted to watch 18 ones.


‘I’m not a kid anymore so why do I have to watch kids’ movies?’ she’d say in outrage at the sign of any sort of family movie.


Beth now mooched around the house wearing low-slung pyjama-type joggers with her slim teenage belly visible. She had made hints about getting a belly ring, comments which made her father go green and made Cassie say ‘over my dead body’ in the manner of a Victorian parent.


She wore coal-black eyeliner, sky-blue nail varnish and had posters of shirtless young male singers with six-packs on display Blu-Tacked to her walls.


Lily, once a sweet little poppet prone to hugs and drawing kittens, had thrown out all her fluffy, fairy-style tutu skirts and insisted on jeans so skinny her mother worried about Lily’s circulation. Her once-beloved Lalaloopsy dolls were in a box under the bed and Lily kept rushing into her big sister’s room to watch things on YouTube. More reason to ban Wi-Fi for the next ten years.


Any comment on either sister’s clothes was followed by the refrain, ‘But everyone’s wearing these now, Mum!’


And, being infatuated with her cool, older sister, Lily now wanted to paint her nails blue and had begun shrugging off any type of hug.


The only thing Beth and Lily tried to hug with any regularity was the family cat, Fluffikins, who was not a touchy-feely animal and protested loudly at being picked up and dragged out of rooms after rows. Cassie thought the cat might possibly go deaf, what with all the slamming doors he was exposed to.


‘It’s a phase; the girls will grow out of it,’ Grammy Pearl said whenever they discussed it. ‘You did.’


‘Please tell me I wasn’t that bad or that hormonally difficult,’ Cassie begged her grandmother.


‘The times were different and you were different,’ Grammy said diplomatically. ‘You had a lot of hard things to deal with, Cassie. Teenage girls need to fight with their mothers and you didn’t have one. You only had me. I’m not easy to argue with – having your Great-Aunt Edie as a sister had taught me how to avoid arguments, because Edie could start one in an empty room.’


Grammy Pearl mentioning Cassie’s lack of a mother was the closest they ever came to discussing the great pain of the Keneally family – how Cassie and her younger sister Coco’s mother had left them when Cassie was seven years old and Coco had just turned one. How the pain had eventually killed their father ten years ago, destroyed by grief.


Jim Keneally had floated on the edges of the all-women household in Delaney Gardens, letting his mother sort out arguments and sign school letters. When Cassie thought of her father, she could see him bent with his head in a book, retreating from life because it hurt too much.


There had been happiness and love too – Pearl had made sure of that. But their family had never been the sort of normal family Cassie used to dream about – the ones in books or the ones her school friends had. Like a child peering in at a happy family at Christmastime, Cassie often felt that she’d spent much of her childhood peering through the glass windows at the homes of happy families she knew, watching as people made jokes and giggled, as mothers dropped kisses on father’s heads, as fathers were teased for hopeless anniversary bouquets for their wives.


Despite the happiness in hers and Coco’s childhood, they were different from their peers. Motherless.


That had made Cassie utterly determined to create the perfect family with Shay and her daughters, to make up for the one she’d never quite had. Her daughters would never be the ones with their faces pressed up against the glass windows, peeping in.


Except lately, it had all fallen apart.


‘One day they’ll come around and they’ll be hugging you, saying you’re the best mum ever,’ Grammy said. ‘Mark my words, it’ll happen.’


‘Any date in mind for this miraculous event?’ Cassie asked, laughing without mirth. ‘I want to mark it off in my diary and then see if I can get tranquillisers to keep me going until it happens.’


Worse was her marriage, because the most united thing she and Shay did now was to discuss their daughters and have rows about belly rings, clothes and unsuitable videos on YouTube, where male singers sang about sex and barely dressed girls who got called ‘hos’ danced around them.


She and Shay never scheduled the apparently vitally important ‘date nights’. Without date nights, your marriage was as dead as a dodo, and their version of a date night were nights when both she and Shay were too tired to cook – he really did his best to help, although he wasn’t a natural chef – and they got a takeaway with which the whole family slumped in front of the TV and hostilities were temporarily suspended.


Did that qualify as date night? Nobody fighting? Surely there was kudos for that?


Besides, if Cassie felt the spark had gone out of their marriage, then wasn’t that what happened to people with kids and busy lives, stuck on the mortgage hamster wheel, endlessly trying to make it all fit together? Shay worked in an engineering firm and these days – thankfully – he was as busy as she was.


Time was what they needed, and one day they’d get it. Well, they might if only Shay’s mother, Antoinette, let them.


Cassie, who had no real mother, had married a man who was joined at the hip to his. There were three people in their marriage, as the Princess of Wales had once said.


Three years ago, Shay’s father had died, and since then his mother had permanently attached herself to Shay like a barnacle to a whale. She rang constantly, asking Shay to come fix plugs, change light bulbs and open the jammed washing machine door.


‘I wouldn’t ask him to fix those things,’ Cassie said in outrage to Coco.


‘She’s grieving,’ said her sister, always the peacemaker. ‘She’ll get it out of her system. Remember that sweet lady who used to come into the shop all the time when her husband died, in every second day, always with some little trinket? She could have brought it all in in one fell swoop to sell but she wanted the company. It’s like that. Then she got involved with the bingo crowd and now I never see her. She just needed to find her place in the world again.’


‘It’s not like that with Antoinette,’ said Cassie, sighing. ‘It’s like she wants a replacement husband.’


‘Don’t be freaky,’ said Coco, laughing.


Then Cassie had laughed and said she wasn’t being freaky, but honestly, Antoinette lived forty-five minutes away: it wasn’t as if she was around the corner. She had two daughters into the bargain, and ‘Could she not learn to change a plug herself?’


‘She will,’ soothed Coco. ‘She’ll adjust and find a new life.’


Except Antoinette hadn’t. Three years on and Shay still drove to his mother’s house like a good little boy whenever she phoned.


Cassie had explained to Shay that he was spending a lot of time in his mother’s house and might it not be a better plan to talk to his sisters, Miriam and Ruth, and say that they could all club together to afford handymen to help her do the odd jobs, and perhaps to share visiting her all the time?


‘Oh, Cass, she needs me now my father’s gone. Don’t you understand that?’ Shay had said crossly when she’d made this suggestion, so that Cassie had felt as if she was being selfish and horrible by wanting her husband to spend some time around their house at the weekend.


Worse, what Cassie couldn’t say to her sister – because it sounded stupid and melodramatic – was that she didn’t feel loved when Shay put his mother first every time. He kept choosing his mother over his wife.


Cassie had been too scarred by this happening when she was seven to want it to ever happen again. But how could she say this? It would sound ludicrous and childish.


Antoinette was older and alone; she needed Shay more.


Cassie tried so very hard to adjust to this and yet everything in her life was shifting. She’d relied on Shay to be the one constant in this teenage maelstrom but even he had shifted off course and was dedicating himself to his mother. Cassie was supposed to not be even vaguely upset by any of this. She was ‘good old Cassie’ who kept the home fires burning and required no love or affection at all.


Cassie could tell nobody, but this withdrawal of Shay’s presence – and, to Cassie’s mind, his love – was the most frightening thing of all.


The Starbucks queue shuffled forwards and Cassie let her attention wander to scan the customers, eyes paying particular attention to women in their late fifties and sixties. She’d been doing it for so many years that she didn’t notice she was doing it: always looking.


The woman she was looking for could be dead now for all Cassie knew. She might live somewhere else entirely; she might be living on a street dressed in blankets and begging for a few coins so she could buy something more to drink. Or would she have moved on to harder stuff? Heroin? Meth? Wasn’t that what happened to women like her mother?


Who knew?


Thirty years since she’d last seen her, yet Cassie couldn’t stop herself looking out for her mother. Despite the fact that she’d told everyone – Coco, their father, their grandmother, her husband, her friends – that she’d long since got used to the fact that her mother was a loser and had abandoned her without a second thought, Cassie still looked. And hoped.


She had no idea what she’d say to Marguerite – she would never call her mother or mum – but she was sure she’d know what to say if the chance ever came.


Why did you leave? Why did you never come back? Was it my fault? Was I not lovable enough?


The voice in her head when she spoke those words was never that of the always calm, mature Cassie Reynolds, née Keneally; it was the voice of a heartbroken seven-year-old who’d never forgotten the day she’d come home from school to hear that her mother had just left.





Her father had picked her up from school, not Grammy or Rita from next door, who did it when Mum couldn’t. Dad never picked her up. It was always Mum, except the day before they’d had the crash. Maybe Mum was upset about it, even though she’d laughed at the time and said it was all fine. Just a teeny little mistake.


Mum liked to do fun things when she came. She’d have Coco all bundled up in her car seat and she’d have a plan.


‘Let’s go to the cafe for tea and buns!’ she’d say, looking all shiny and pretty with her hair curled and her woolly coat – Mum said it was fake fur and she looked like a snuggly and glamorous bear, Cassie thought, with it wrapped around her.


Mum never talked much to the other mums.


‘They’re boring,’ she’d whisper to Cassie, except Mum didn’t whisper quietly enough and people heard her.


Cassie knew she should feel bad at the stares people gave them, but Mum didn’t care. She shook her streaky dark hair and beamed back at everyone.


In the car, Cassie got to pick what music to play and they’d sing along loudly as they sped down the road, laughing and talking. Mum’s perfume was everywhere in the car: flowers, spices and something else Cassie didn’t recognise, something uniquely Mum.


She loved her mum more than anyone else in the world but sometimes, only sometimes, late at night, Mum got angry and shouted. Her voice sounded funny too, not like Mum at all. Cassie had heard her, heard Dad shouting back, heard Coco’s cry as she woke up.


Those nights gave her a pain in her tummy and she had it now when she saw Dad waiting for her at the school gates with all the mothers. He looked sick, sort of pale, like he might fall over if he wasn’t leaning on the gate pillar.


He took her hand in his and led her over to the car, with the big dent in it where Mum had banged it.


‘Only a teeny bang,’ Mum had said happily.


‘Teeny,’ Cassie had agreed, giggling.


‘We could cover over where the paint came off with nail varnish! Pink or red?’


Cassie had giggled some more. The car was pale blue. Pink bits would be so funny – a special car, for a special mum.


As she got into the car, Cassie didn’t ask Dad why he was there. Coco wasn’t in the back seat. She was at Grammy’s, Dad said. It was the only thing he said on the whole journey. His hands were really shaky the way Mum’s sometimes were – ‘Silly Mummy with her shaky hands!’ – and Cassie didn’t ask why they were driving to Grammy Pearl’s house with the pretty green and the old tree in front instead of to their home around the corner.


Grammy was at the door, reassuringly normal and calm, and she hugged Cassie and said she had made butterfly cakes. ‘Your favourite. I had to stop Basil and Sybil from nibbling them all,’ she added, as the pugs, both black and shiny with fat pink tongues, panted up to Cassie for kisses and licks.


On the ground, encircled by soft fur, squashy bellies and adoring dogs, Cassie felt a moment of safety. Grammy would tell her what was going on. Grammy had been the one who’d said Mum and Coco had to stay in hospital for a bit when Coco was a teeny baby and had been sick. Grammy was good at minding her when things went wrong.


But Grammy said nothing all day. Not when Cassie was doing her homework, not when they were watching Scooby Doo and Coco was asleep in her carrycot. Not that evening when Grammy brought Cassie up to the spare bedroom that was decorated in sunflower yellows and had all Cassie’s things magically in it – her teddies, her nightlight, her jammies with the rabbit on the front, and her books.


Cassie had to ask.


‘Where’s Mum?’ she said in her quietest voice, so Coco wouldn’t hear. She didn’t want Coco to get upset, even though she was a baby and everything. She might get upset and cry again. Coco was special because she’d been so sick and Mum called her ‘my little angel’. Cassie felt a powerful need inside her to take care of Coco. She was the big sister, after all.


Grammy muttered that the pillowcase looked unironed and went to find a new one. She didn’t look at Cassie as she changed it. ‘There, all nice and ironed now.’ She paused. ‘Your mum isn’t well, Cassie, and she had to go away to get better.’


‘Go away? Without me and Coco?’


The pain in her tummy had never felt this bad: it was like something ripping her tummy into two bits, carving a hole the way the people on the television had carved a pumpkin once for Hallowe’en to show how it was done.


Grammy Pearl sat heavily on the bed.


‘It’s the best thing, Cassie.’


‘No,’ wailed Cassie, not caring about the noise. ‘It’s not the best thing! I need her. Coco needs her. Somebody made her go! She was kidnapped! She wouldn’t go, she loves us!’


Grammy Pearl hauled Cassie on to her lap and held her like she was a baby.


‘Of course she loves you; that’s why she went. Because she’s not well and she wants to be a better mum to you both.’


‘She’s the best mum!’


‘I know, I know,’ crooned Pearl as Cassie sobbed. ‘It’s the best thing, really. I promise.’


A day had gone by and Mum hadn’t come home, hadn’t even phoned. Then another day. Then a week.


Grammy said Mum would come home but Dad hadn’t. Once, only once, he’d stared at Cassie with those sad eyes and had told her the worst thing in the whole world: ‘Your mother doesn’t want us anymore, Cass – that’s the truth of it. She’s not coming home. We can be happy without her, can’t we?’


He’d hugged her then and Cassie had been afraid to cry, afraid to say ‘Noooo’, afraid to do anything but hug her father back and pretend that everything was fine, like there wasn’t this hole in her life.


Eventually nobody even talked about Mum anymore. The photo of Mum and Dad on their wedding day disappeared but Cassie found it in Dad’s room, hidden on his dressing table behind a school one of her in her grey pinafore.


She began to worry about baby Coco. What if she went too? So Cassie decided that she would never allow that to happen. Coco was her sister and if they took her, they’d have to take Cassie too. Coco was hers to mind, whatever happened. Nobody would ever hurt her or take her away.





A skinny double-shot cappuccino in one hand, Cassie entered Larousse Events via the revolving door and made her way to the lifts, drinking some of her coffee, hoping it would work its magic. She’d been awake in the middle of the night due to thirteen-year-old Lily having a nightmare, and Cassie had ended up spending an hour in her younger daughter’s bed, hugging her until the night terror was over.


‘There are no monsters, honey,’ she’d said, holding Lily tightly until the shaking stopped. ‘Mummy’s here with you; you’re safe, Lily.’


The holding always worked. Like swaddling an infant, Cassie thought. It had taken a while to work out what seemed to calm Lily.


‘I used to put a cool cloth on your arms and legs and the cold gently took you out of it without really waking you up,’ Grammy Pearl had explained when Lily first started the nightmares.


Nightmares in children could be genetic but Cassie couldn’t remember having them until her mother had left. Maybe she was wrong. Her memory of those days was hazy now. She didn’t remember what from that time was the truth anymore.


But she knew one thing for certain: she couldn’t imagine what would ever make her leave her children.


There had to have been something wrong with her mother, hadn’t there? Not just the addiction. That’s what Pearl had finally, grudgingly, told her about when Cassie had begged to know – the drinking and the drunk driving. There had to be something more. Because any mother who really loved her kids would sober up and come home. No mother could leave her kids forever.


Except for Cassie and Coco’s mother, Marguerite Keneally, who’d had a family and a home and who’d packed her bags one day and had never returned.


There were no photos of her in the house in Delaney Gardens where Pearl lived alone with her darling pug; no memories whatsoever. It was as if Pearl, who talked and laughed about everything, had done her best to remove Marguerite from her granddaughters’ memories because she thought the memory of a long-lost mother would break them. It was enough that their father had died permanently mourning his wife. Pearl had decided that Marguerite could do less damage if she were forgotten.


In the office lift, Cassie tried to summon up her game face. Broken sleep seemed to be worse than no sleep at all. Shay and Beth had slept through it all. The double shot in her cappuccino might help and she hoped she’d get a few moments in the office to let her hair dry and let the caffeine sink in before the phone started.


Larousse Events – ‘We Make Your Imagination a Reality’ – had a quarter of a floor to themselves in an office block in the financial district. One half was executive offices and an imposing reception that had been designed to look like the lobby of an expensive boutique hotel and which was beloved of the company boss and owner, Loren Larousse.


‘First impressions are vital,’ she intoned as the staff worked out how much the original art on the walls cost and wondered how the cost of it had affected Loren’s decision to cut bonuses that year.


The rest of their part of the fifth floor was a warren of tiny offices and cubicles where the work actually went on.


Cassie, as a senior organiser, had her own office close to the huge meeting room which Cassie’s friend Belinda called ‘the place where ideas went to die’.


Loren Larousse – which had to be a made-up name for a girl from Dublin, but nobody had ever managed to get their eyes on her passport as ultimate proof – had set up Larousse Events twenty years ago and viewed the company not so much as her baby but as her own private fiefdom.


In the media, she was much vaunted as a female entrepreneur who loved to hire women. In private and within the tight-knit industry, she was an equal opportunities employer: capable of being a complete bitch to both men and women.


Whenever she sat at a meeting in the huge boardroom with its vast ceiling-to-floor windows, Cassie dreamed of pushing Loren out.


‘We all think you’re a witch, so let’s see if you can fly!’ she’d say gleefully.


But that was bolshie Cassie speaking, the nineteen-year-old girl who’d been full of who’s-going-to-make-me attitude. Modern Cassie, who was tying herself in knots to be the perfect mother, perfect wife and perfect career woman, would never say such a thing.


It was now 8.15 and the Larousse Events staff were just getting in, hanging up coats, checking how many zillion emails had uploaded in the night, hoping for a few penile enlargement ones or lonely girls with unlikely names who wanted to be their best friends because they could happily be deleted.


Cassie’s head ached as she thought of the day ahead. Her workload today included the final stages of setting up a conference in a large hotel west of the city, where it transpired the spa was going to be out of order during the three-day conference the following week.


‘They’ll be too busy to be in the spa,’ blustered the hotel’s manager the day before, a new hire who made Cassie long for his predecessor, who’d made everything run smoothly.


‘Theoretically they might be too tired to use the mini-bar, but it will be stocked in every room, won’t it?’ Cassie had replied. ‘We need this sorted out or we’ll have to discuss pulling the conference,’ she added.


That was utterly last resort stuff. Everywhere would be booked. The company needed a big hotel and really big conference hotels in Dublin were short on the ground.


She was thinking how she’d call him first thing to see if he’d come up with a solution, and knew she’d have to drive out there to talk in person, when she spotted Belinda, her closest work colleague and possibly second-best friend on the planet, walking back from the ladies’ room, handbag in hand.


Belinda was ying to Cassie’s yang – a tall, cool blonde, keen on silk T-shirts, sharp skirts and Vogue-editor heels, as well as done-every-month highlights and blood-red manicures. Cassie was petite, had dark curly hair like her sister Coco, and taming it into work mode was easier when she could corral it back into a loose knot without actually doing much in the way of brushing it. Brushing caused lethal 220-volts frizz.


While Coco was the sister who wore vintage and lived in fifties cinched-in dresses, Cassie’s wardrobe veered towards the androgynous, with loose modern jackets and trousers. Never skirts. Never heels. Heels were girlie and Cassie was not. Being her sister’s protector from the age of seven meant Cassie had been the ultimate tomboy and she still was, she sometimes thought.


Instead, Coco was the girlie one with the bow-shaped lips and dimple on one side. Cassie had a strong chin, deep-set grave eyes and a serious problem with freckles: cute on kids, but not so cute on late-thirty-something career women.


Sometimes she wondered if she’d got those freckles from her mother because nobody else in the family had them except Beth, but because there were almost no photos of Marguerite, she’d never know. Her memories of her mother had faded to that memory of perfume in the car, something spicy she’d never been able to identify because it wasn’t there fully in her consciousness, just hidden beneath the surface.


When she closed her eyes, though, Cassie was sure she could smell it: something exotic, reminding her of a Moroccan souk with spices, heady oud and vanilla.


‘What do you think?’ Belinda asked in a murmur as they fell into step beside each other. ‘It’s a new foundation,’ she continued, gesturing to her perfect skin. ‘Said to last forever and make me young and dewy. Or something along those lines. I don’t know why I believe that crap, actually, but they sucker me in every time. Advertising works.’


Cassie smiled.


At forty-one, Belinda was three years older than Cassie, but had one older son who was unlikely to have woken her in the night since he was away at college. She actually did look pretty dewy but that was down to facials, IPL lasers and a new thing called jet flushing that cost as much as a week’s food shop, and apparently you needed six in a row to get any result at all. Cassie knew she would never be getting flushed unless her numbers on the lottery came up.


‘You look fabulous,’ she told her friend truthfully. ‘Are you still using that magic concealer pen to get rid of under-eye circles?’


‘Yup. Fakes eight hours’ sleep.’ Belinda was single and liked her own space, but not all the time. Gentlemen callers were welcome as long as they knew when to go home. Men messed up the towels.


Cassie used to wonder if Belinda was lonely. But then she realised that these days, she was sometimes lonely, and she was married with kids. Maybe those date-night people were onto something.


‘Can I borrow the magic concealer pen?’ Cassie asked.


‘Lily had a nightmare?’


‘Yes. Can’t you tell? I’m trying to eradicate it with caffeination before Loren sees me and rips me in two for appearing in the office looking less than perfect.’


‘Yeah, well, we can’t all have a professional blow-dry every morning and get dressed from a wardrobe set up by a personal shopper,’ Belinda replied.


She briefly gazed at her friend’s pale face, the bruised smudges beneath her brown eyes and the wet hair. With amazing sleight of hand, Belinda took Cassie’s coat and laptop bag, handed over her own handbag, and muttered: ‘Go. Let the under-eye thing do its magic. Use the highlighter/sculptor thing too. Charlotte Tilbury. Ludicrous price but worth it. Does actually make you look like you’ve been on holiday and have cheekbones like a supermodel. We should have gone into the beauty products business years ago, honey. That’s where the money is today. Then we wouldn’t have to be prostituting ourselves working for the Wicked Witch of the West.’


‘Isn’t it the Witch of East?’ said Cassie.


‘She was the good one, wasn’t she? Nah, West. Loren had all the good sucked out of her on her last liposuction procedure.’


Cassie had her first laugh of the day and, juggling her coffee and Belinda’s handbag, headed for the loo.


The ladies was large and full of chatter as women from the various companies on the floor talked while they brushed their hair and slicked on lipstick. Usually a hotbed of rumours, the current one was about the US event company, Prestige, taking over Larousse Events.


Cassie still hadn’t found out if it was true or not but that didn’t stop the gossip. From what she could ascertain, Prestige was a much leaner affair than their own company. Friendly takeovers were just like hostile ones but with more smiles: many people would still lose their jobs. The thought sent a little shiver through Cassie. More change, and she hated change. She hoped that rumour was just a rumour.


She went to work with Belinda’s magic products, dried her hair with some paper towels and listened.


The other gossip was that Denise, from the small accountancy firm on their floor, had left her husband after an affair with one of the personal trainer guys in the gym on floor ten. As Cassie applied Belinda’s brilliant concealing pen to the dark shadows under her eyes, she heard how Denise had been sick of her workaholic husband and how he had no time for her.


‘Nothing in the bedroom department,’ the girl with all the news informed her avid listeners.


‘Do you think yer woman with the Rolling Stones fella was right about how to keep a man?’ someone said. ‘Cook in the kitchen and hooker in the bedroom?’


Everyone was silent as they thought about this. At least half of the women on the fifth floor had kids and really needed a wife to keep the show on the road. Bedroom antics were way down the list.


‘I wouldn’t be into yer man from the Stones,’ said Gladys, senior supervisor from the insurance company, as if Mick Jagger was waiting outside for her command to have him washed and sent to her tent. ‘The mouth on him.’ She shuddered. ‘Now, that nice Michael Bublé, if he was around … Well, you wouldn’t kick him out of bed for getting crumbs on the sheets, would you?’


Everyone laughed, breaking the tension.


But Cassie didn’t laugh. Instead, she thought of how long it was since she and Shay had made love. True, she was perpetually too tired for sex. Arguing with the girls gave her tension headaches too, but it was months now and Shay hadn’t made a single move to make love to her. She tried to remember the dates but couldn’t, yet she realised that it was a long time since Shay had reached out in the bed towards the wall of her back, stroking, telling her he wanted her.


She put down the magic concealer pen, no longer really caring about how she looked. Was her husband going off her? Had he gone off her? The ripple of anxiety over abandonment she’d never truly been able to shake began to hit earthquake status.


‘Cassie.’ A voice interrupted this terrible thought. ‘Do you have a moment?’


It was Karen, a junior in Cassie’s department: a sweet girl in her twenties who was going out with the boyfriend from hell.


Desperate to talk, Karen just blurted it out: ‘I told him what I was thinking and he walked out. Just walked out, Cassie. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I thought we’d talk about our relationship but he didn’t. He got his stuff, said I was too high-maintenance with my talk about our plans for the future, and then he went. My brother’s wedding is next weekend and we were going together, but now I’ll be there on my own.’ Karen’s crying sounding like howling. ‘Cassie, what do I do?’


Cassie managed to put an arm around Karen and let her howl.


As ever, it was a supreme irony that Karen had come to her for help. People had been coming to Cassie for help and support all her life. People told her things. She didn’t know why.


‘You have an open face; we have open faces,’ Coco had said years before. ‘We look like we can keep secrets and that we don’t judge.’


Coco had been born looking as if she was interested in everyone, with sparkling brown eyes that could turn almost black with emotion and feeling, and made the person talking to her feel as if nobody else on the planet existed but them and their problems. She exuded warmth, caring and kindness. And she didn’t mind.


Cassie had been born looking as if she was the woman who could sort out every problem, starting with the Middle East. And she did mind.


Tell me and I will fix it was the unspoken message on her face, and although Cassie had spent hours looking at herself in the mirror trying to figure out why people felt this about her, she was at a loss. She only saw a woman with dark eyes, winged brows, those darn freckles and a too-wide mouth that possibly smiled too much because smiling was safer, she’d learned over the years. Smiling stopped people asking ‘are you all right?’


Since she’d been seven, though, she’d understood pain. Was that the secret? Did people see pain in her eyes and think she’ll understand?


Either way, Cassie fervently wished she hadn’t been born with this look on her face. She knew the secrets of half the people in her office, many of the mothers in the girls’ school and, when Coco was busy, her friends turned to Cassie for advice. It was exhausting.


Grammy Pearl had the same gift. People loved to talk to Grammy and total strangers flung themselves at her at parties, telling her their life stories while searching for tissues in their pockets or handbags.


Weird how genetics worked. They’d got this unasked-for gift from Pearl.


It could hardly have come from Marguerite.


Still, Cassie summoned up the strength she’d been summoning up since she was seven, closed off her own problems deep inside her, and began to calm Karen down.


She might text Coco later and see if she could come round for supper that evening. Coco always cheered her up. And Coco never, ever let her down.









Two





Coco Keneally liked to think that her vintage shop, The Twentieth Century Boutique, was a bit of a mysterious jewel: bijou-looking on the outside, a slightly shabby Tardis on the inside because it hadn’t been painted in a few years, and yet filled with sparkle. Set on the main shopping street in Silver Bay, a once down-at-heel but now up-and-coming part of Dublin Bay’s outer reaches, it stood out among a trail of shops that included two competing hairdressing salons, a small jewellers there since the year dot, a convenience store and a new coffee shop that had made the local pubs up their game in terms of morning coffee and cakes. There was a sprawling pet shop, a small strange establishment that never seemed to be open but had clocks, toasters, screwdrivers and the odd power tool in the dusty window, and a glamorous chemist where a quick trip for tissues could result in a haul of nail varnish, things for removing hard skin from feet and an essential oil known to cure all ailments if rubbed on every day.


Coco had been running her shop for five years and the premises covered two shop fronts and a large upstairs, where the more expensively labelled clothes and accessories were: the rare and valuable Diors, Chanels, original Halstons, the tiny YSL Le Smoking nobody could fit into but which Coco found herself loath to sell via the internet on the grounds that, one day, the right person would come into the shop and Coco would know it.


She couldn’t get so much as a leg into the suit – not without major amputation of a limb. Le Smoking suits had been made with svelte, tiny-boned women in mind and Coco was more of a pocket-sized Gina Lollobrigida: big hips, a DD bra to keep her breasts firmly in place, and the ability to put on weight by so much as looking at a bar of chocolate. So she went for a fifties look herself – sleek dark eyebrows à la Elizabeth Taylor, dark eyes emphasised with a cat flick, ruby red lipstick that suited her full mouth with its finely arched upper lip – and idly waited for the day when a woman walked into her store to befit the exquisite YSL suit.


Vintage store was perhaps the wrong description for the place, Coco often thought. It was a treasure trove of the past, mysteries bound up in clothes, handbags and costume jewellery, memories of other lives.


Coco loved the past. ‘Who knew what sort of life this nightgown has seen?’ she might say, holding up a crêpe de Chine garment when she was in Grammy Pearl’s house around the corner going through a cache of clothes, searching for special pieces.


If Great-Aunt Edie, Grammy’s younger sister, was visiting at the same time, she’d sniff disparagingly and say something about how she couldn’t understand people buying second-hand clothes.


‘If faded old nighties from the thirties are vintage, then I’m from the moon,’ Edie would add. ‘Vintage is just other people’s old stuff, smelly and stained …’


Edie disapproved of people working in shops that sold other people’s old clothes. She’d wanted Coco to go to college to study law or something … well, suitable.


‘I’m the oldest vintage here, Edie, and calm down,’ Pearl would say warningly. Nobody was allowed to criticise Coco or Cassie when Pearl was around. ‘Play nice or no cakes with the tea. I’ve got almond Danishes.’


Grammy Pearl had encouraged Coco every step of the way with her shop but, strangely, she didn’t seem as keen on the past history of garments in the way Coco was. Grammy Pearl didn’t even like talking about the past. She was more of a looking-forward person; astonishing for someone of seventy-eight, Coco thought.


But then, helping to raise your granddaughters kept a person young, as Grammy Pearl often said. She looked quite like Great-Aunt Edie in many respects: same strong chin, good bones, high forehead. But where Edie was all angles and wrinkles around her mouth from pursing it up in near-constant disapproval, Pearl’s face had the softness of the finest silk, Coco thought. Edie dyed her hair a rich and unlikely shade of brown, while Pearl’s was white as snow and clustered around her face the way it did in photos going way back. Pearl’s eyes gleamed with fun and enthusiasm, and she used face powder, lipstick and a hint of mascara every day.


Pearl was proud of everything Coco did, even if she didn’t wear vintage herself. But Coco loved to watch the expressions on her grandmother’s face on those times she visited the shop, fingering everything from recent, pre-loved things to garments that had last graced skin when the Second World War was raging through Europe.


The stocking pile was top of Coco’s agenda when she opened up that September morning. Silk stockings from that era didn’t last in any meaningful way but there were places where you could order honey silk stockings with the all-important seam up the back.


A lollipop-pink-haired fashion stylist on a mission had ransacked the stocking display the previous evening and after Coco had run an eye over her empire, she did some quick spritzing of some of the new stock to make sure it all smelled OK, then took the lock off the door to proclaim that they were open, and settled down to reorganise her stockings.


Normally she went online first thing, to Facebook and her blog, to pin up photos of her latest finds, but she needed Adriana doing front of house when she was in the back office on her laptop, and Adriana was late.


The internet was what made The Twentieth Century Boutique a success. Neither the suburban village that was Silver Bay, nor the city of Dublin itself, were big enough markets for a shop like Coco’s with its wildly diverse and often high-end stock, but with one click of a mouse, a buyer in Melbourne, Memphis or Mysore could pick up an alligator handbag, an original Biba coat or a highly sought-after Rifat Özbek bone-decorated jacket.


Coco loved the internet and the conversations with her regulars – people who didn’t buy all the time but loved to talk about what was up or something glorious they’d seen. At the moment, someone was trying to track down a strapless DVF sheath dress with an African pattern and all Coco’s efforts had come to naught. And then there was a kooky Japanese girl named Asako – a regular customer who was studying in Ireland and loved the forties – who had found a cache of cashmere twinsets but they were seriously moth-injured.


‘Time for DEFCON 4,’ posted Coco. ‘Nothing you can do except get them out of your house now before they infect everything else.’


There had been another email from Asako in her inbox the week before; somehow she had decided that Coco knew the answers to all the questions of the universe, including men.


‘He asked me to meet his parents,’ Asako wrote in her perfect English. ‘This is good, yes?’


‘Very good,’ emailed Coco. ‘Say in advance what you don’t eat, though, or else you might get a big Irish meat dinner and I know you don’t eat meat.’


She knew Asako would email to tell her how it had all gone and Coco looked forward to that. Unlike Cassie, who was so busy she didn’t really have the time for the people who thought the Keneally sisters knew the answers to everything, Coco liked being needed.


This morning, Coco listed her latest finds on her site and was just logging off when Jo, her oldest and closest friend, appeared at the door.


‘Ready for our coffee date?’


Jo worked in the secondary school around the corner and if she had a few free periods and no marking to catch up on, she sometimes dropped into Twentieth Century for a speedy coffee date. She was a tall, slim, no-nonsense woman with short hair who looked like she might possibly teach games. Instead, she was the school’s French teacher.


Coco winced. ‘Adriana got a flat tyre,’ she said, speaking of her part-time sales assistant who was finishing a Masters in film studies at night and working by day. ‘She’s due soon.’ Coco consulted her watch. It was already twenty past ten and Adriana, who’d been due at half nine, had phoned at twenty past to say she’d be a bit late. Coco pondered the fact that Adriana’s car/phone/house keys had had several mishaps during the past few months, making her very late for work, and hated herself for wondering if ill relatives would soon follow suit as excuses. It was all a bit ‘the dog ate my homework’ for Coco’s taste, but Coco was also not the sort of person who’d do anything about it.


‘Could we have coffee here?’ she asked Jo apologetically. ‘I can brew us up some but I can’t close the shop.’


‘No, I’ll rush out to the café. After fourth year French, I need something chocolatey with cream on top. Everyone has forgotten every single verb they knew before the summer holidays, nobody has settled back in yet, and there’s a lot of staring out the window and sighing. That’s just me. Do you have any decent biscuits?’


‘Gosh, don’t know. Go and look.’


As Coco worked on the stockings, Jo went in behind the counter to the office, where organised chaos reigned and a faint scent of alcohol lingered in the air.


‘Jeez, it’s like a brewery in here and it’s only half ten in the morning.’


‘I just vodka-spritzed some dresses,’ Coco explained. ‘Theoretically gross and does make the place stink in a dirty-stop-out sort of way, but it can really get rid of old smells. You spray, then leave them to air. They’re upstairs in the hall, hopefully getting infused with rose potpourri sachets, but I keep the spritzer stuff in the office.’


‘Rose potpourri sounds better than vodka sachets. I can’t go back to school smelling like I’ve been spending my free period in the pub. Can we light a candle or spray some perfume?’


‘Candles are too dangerous,’ Coco said, ‘and perfume contains oils which ruin the clothes.’


‘Are there hidden dangers in takeaway coffee since you can’t leave the shop this morning?’ Jo said.


‘No hidden dangers and safer for you, actually. I drink coffee for the safety of my customers. Without coffee, I’m dangerous.’ Coco made a vampire face and bared her small, white teeth.


Jo laughed. With that warm, engaging smile, Coco was the least vampiric person she knew. ‘As if I don’t already know, Ms Caffeine Addict. The usual? Skinny latte, two shots, one sugar, smallest cup?’


‘Yup.’


When Jo had gone, Coco dusted the counter, and then turned to pricing and listing some new stock.


Jo was her oldest friend, the one in school who’d been there the first time she’d heard about her mother.


‘Your ma left you because you were a crybaby,’ said Paula Dunne, possessor of wild, curly hair and a streak of toothpaste on her uniform. Much taller than Coco, she was already at home in the class after just a week.


Weird how you could forget vast parts of life and remember others with such clarity, Coco thought. But then, hearing that your mother had left you was the sort of thing a person remembered, no matter how small you were.


Coco had been just four: young for junior infants. She knew she didn’t have a mother but that was fine because she had Dada, Grammy Pearl and Cassie. Cassie, who was eleven, was in the big kids’ part of the school, upstairs in the final class before heading to secondary school.


‘I’ll be here for you, Squirt, if you need me,’ Cassie had said when she waved goodbye to Coco each morning outside Miss Rosen’s class, where butterflies and flowers decorated the walls and picture books filled the shelves.


But Cassie wasn’t there when Paula said those hateful words.


Coco felt her bottom lip wobble. Don’t cry. Don’t be a crybaby. Mummy was sick, that was why she’d gone away, and one day, Grammy said, she might be better. In the comfort of home, in the small box bedroom with the Minnie Mouse bedside light, smells of Grammy cleaning her face with that lavender cream in the next bedroom, and Cassie’s Famous Five books beside her bed waiting for when Cassie came up to bed, all that was security and love enough for Coco.


And now Paula was taking all that away. Coco couldn’t help it: the tears came.


‘Told you: crybaby,’ said Paula. ‘Coco’s a crybaby!’ she shouted. ‘That’s why her ma left her.’


Coco cried even harder.


Then Jo was beside her. Josephine, as she was called in those days, with a sister called Attracta and a brother named Xavier by overly religious parents. Josephine was the youngest and Attracta and Xavier were a lot older, and they’d shown her how to stand up for herself against the likes of Paula Dunne.


‘Go away, Paula!’ she shouted, hands planted on her hips the way Attracta did when she was cross.


Josephine had the best hair in the class: long and fair, held in a single Valkyrie-like plait. Everyone admired it but even the roughest boys knew it would be a mistake to pull it. Standing there, tall and strong, she looked fierce. Josephine could thump just like a boy.


Paula Dunne knew it too.


‘I was only sayin’,’ she muttered.


‘Say sorry, then,’ ordered Josephine, judge and jury.


Paula’s face screwed up with anger.


‘Say it,’ said Josephine.


Attracta had explained that some people needed to be told how to behave and the trick was to stare them down.


‘Sorry, Coco,’ muttered Paula with bad grace.


She stomped off and Coco was left alone with Josephine, who’d never so much as looked at her until then.


‘Thank you,’ mumbled Coco with a still-trembling voice.


‘Would you like to come to my house to play sometime?’ Josephine asked. She might be only young but she knew they didn’t have people home to their house much: they had no telly, the radio was only on for the news and religious programmes, and there was never any sweet cake like you got in other people’s houses. But still, Coco wouldn’t mind.


Coco looked at her saviour with slavish admiration. She nodded, her dark curls bobbing. She wasn’t up to actual speaking just yet.


Jo had been there, along with Coco’s beloved sister, Cassie, for the other big disaster in her life – the one with Red. But Coco tried not to think about Red too often. There was no point going over past dating disasters, her latest self-help book said. ‘Move on!’


Coco was doing her best to move on, although it was tricky, even after four years.


‘Move on!’ She repeated her mantra.


She’d certainly managed to move on with regards to her mother, she congratulated herself. She wasn’t ever coming back. People didn’t leave like that and never even so much as write a note afterwards if they were coming back.


But Red … He came to Dublin often to see his mother, a woman who glared at Coco if she so much as spotted her, and he’d never come back to see her since. Which proved she’d been right about him. Red, like her mother, hadn’t planned to be around forever.


Pricing done, Coco went to the iPod dock and switched on her current favourite music – her namesake, Coco Emerald. Forties-style, big band and almost burlesque with Miss Emerald’s sassy tones singing that she was coming back as a man, it suited Coco’s mood today and the shop.


She wondered what Coco Emerald had been christened. Coco had been baptised as Coraline Patricia Keneally but nobody had ever called her Coraline.


‘Little Coco’ everyone had called her from the get-go and the name had stuck. Now people wondered if she’d changed her name because of a certain Gabrielle Chanel but Coco said that would be like changing your name midlife to Missoni because you liked the classic Italian design brand.


‘I was Coco from when I was little,’ she always said. Coraline was a bit of a mouthful. So too was Cassiopeia, which was Cassie’s true name.


She’d asked Dad once why they had such unusual names. He’d prevaricated. ‘Must have been something from the TV,’ he’d said eventually, scratching what was left of his hair because he’d been bald from as long as Coco could remember.


Coco hadn’t believed him. It was her mother, she knew it. Her mother had liked unusual names. But nobody talked about her mother. Asking her father used to result in his going into a dark place where he spoke to nobody for hours. It was simpler to let it go.


She sniffed the air. Jo was right: there was a certain pub-after-hours smell to the place. Hastily she sprayed some room spray on the mat inside the front door and wedged it open with a little rubber wedge to let some air in.


Jo returned a few minutes later carrying takeaway cups and a box containing two iced cupcakes.


‘We need the energy,’ said Jo.


Coco eyed her one mournfully – a perfectly miniature carrot cake with a teeny iced carrot on top. Jo knew it was her favourite.


‘I was thinking of doing a juice diet,’ Coco said, thinking of how tight the belt felt on her classic swing skirt.


‘Think about it tomorrow,’ advised Jo. ‘People need pleasure in their lives.’


Despite the fact that she regularly stroked soft marabou, sleek velvets and exquisite silks, the way her friend said the word ‘pleasure’ pierced Coco like a sneaky, minuscule arrow as she realised how little pleasure there was in her life. Pleasure made her think of Red and she was never thinking of him again. He meant nothing but pain and heartbreak and she’d had enough of that to last a lifetime.


They were silent for a while as they ate and drank, then Jo talked about work and how she ought to be getting back.


Coco loved chat from the school. School life was so crammed with incident and people: funny teachers; the handsome new geography guy who had half the staffroom and most of the girls staring at him in awe; how the transition years were working on some Machiavellian plan to have TY turned into a non-uniform year.


‘Anything new with you?’ Jo asked, after she’d binned her debris and washed her hands in the shop’s tiny loo.


‘Only the possibility that Adriana is taking the mickey out of me by never being on time. She said she had a flat tyre today and, you know what, I don’t believe her. Is that mean of me?’ Coco asked anxiously.


Jo, not as soft as her friend and possibly a better judge of character, laughed.


‘Coco, you need to harden up, babe. Adriana has you totally figured out. She knows she can come in late and you won’t do a thing. You deserve better. Fire her.’


‘I couldn’t!’


‘Fine. Get Cassie to do it.’


Coco didn’t reply and watched as Jo made a beeline for a fifties prom dress in polka dot chiffon yellow.


Jo had absolutely no eye for colour; never had, never would. And she would never wear the prom dress, either.


‘Step away from the yellow,’ Coco said in a mock-stern voice, relieved to be able to change the subject. ‘You wearing yellow will frighten the heck out of your next class. Yellow is for people with warm complexions, ideally exquisite Indian girls with silken, mocha skin. Or people from the Caribbean. You and I with our milk-bottle-blue skin look like we’re about to die of consumption when we wear it.’


Coco grinned at her best friend to lessen the blow.


‘And you are successful at selling clothes how, exactly?’ demanded Jo, moving down the rail.


‘By being truthful and not allowing either customers or best friends to buy things they will never wear,’ Coco said. ‘You know I put all my efforts into you and for that reason, I can’t let you buy yellow, lovie. You’ll never wear it and it will stare at you reproachfully from your wardrobe. Do you know we wear only twenty per cent of our wardrobes—’


‘Yeah, eighty per cent of the time,’ finished Jo with a sigh. ‘That’s people like me, boring worker ants of thirty-one. People like my daughter wear one hundred per cent of their clothes over the course of one weekend. She changed four times on Sunday. Fairy at breakfast, princess in the park, a fish – don’t ask, something to do with a science project – all afternoon and then, when it was time for bed, she went into serious dress-up mode and wanted a fashion show wearing my shoes, which are pretty boring, it has to be said. She wanted to know why I didn’t have cool shoes like you.’


Coco glanced down at her red patent Mary Janes fondly. She was afraid they gave her fat ankles but she loved them so much.


‘Her energy levels rise just before bed. Why?’ asked Jo. ‘Nobody can tell me. Unless it’s competitive parenting, every other nine-year-old I know is apparently asleep by eight. Whereas Fi’s gearing up for fun. She’s just like you were about clothes.’


Coco laughed at the thought of her beloved goddaughter tearing through her wardrobe, flinging what she didn’t want on the bed until she found the perfect outfit.


Unlike her mother, nine-year-old Fi had an innate sense of personal style and the determination to carry it off. Fi was petite by comparison with her mother’s tallness, with skinny legs, a mischievous smile and hair as dark as Coco’s. All a debt owed to her father, who’d been handsome and dark-haired as well as cavalier with other people’s lives.


Looking at how happy Jo and Fiona were, Fiona didn’t seen damaged by not having a father in her life.


But then, Coco worried – as did Jo – that one day, Fiona would demand to see her long-gone father and insist that his absence had destroyed her. It was the great fear of Jo’s life because how could you tell a child that a man simply hadn’t had it in him to stay around to be a dad?


Coco hoped Fiona wouldn’t go through what she and Cassie had. After all, Fiona’s father had simply never been there at all, while Marguerite had – and had then abandoned them.


Coco loved having Fiona as a goddaughter: it was almost like having her own child but without any of the responsibility that went with it. Coco was never having children herself.


Never.


To distract herself from having landed on this horrible thought, she asked, ‘Have you thought of asking Mr Geography out for coffee?’


Jo snorted. She’d been put off romance for life when Fiona’s father had run a mile as soon as she got pregnant.


‘I’m saving myself for someone perfect,’ she said sarcastically.


‘Oh, me too,’ joked Coco. ‘Let’s say that next time we get asked why two such lovely girls are on our own.’


‘The people who ask that are always married and want everyone else to be paired up too,’ Jo said. ‘Dating and bringing up a small child on your own are mutually exclusive.’


‘At least you have an excuse,’ Coco said. ‘I think I’ll start saying I’m gay.’


‘People will simply start introducing you to their lovely female next-door neighbours and workmates instead of the male ones,’ Jo pointed out. ‘No, celibacy is the only way. That and a diet of sexy novels where men are men and women are never too tired or hormonal.’


‘Yeah, I suppose,’ murmured Coco thoughtfully.


Two customers came in and Jo waved goodbye, making an I’ll phone you gesture as she left.


It was a wonderfully busy morning in the shop. Coco sold a small frame handbag with a tortoiseshell clasp, a set of diamanté drop earrings and a matching brooch to a bride-to-be, and a 1930s astrakhan and velvet coat in Chinese lacquer red to a tall, dramatically dark-haired woman who slipped it on, looked at herself in the mirror and then beamed. ‘I’m not taking this one off.’


Coco was thrilled.


Adriana made it in by eleven, dressed in a flowing floral dress she’d got with her staff discount, and not looking as if she’d been frantically wrestling with the car jack as she changed her tyre. Instead, she looked soothed and happy, with the relaxed face of a woman who’d just spent the morning in bed with her boyfriend. Coco didn’t have a shred of evidence except there was no stress on Adriana’s face from the trauma of the flat tyre, plus Adriana’s blonde hair looked so very bed-head, and Coco knew for a fact that Adriana possessed very fine hair that flopped no matter what products Adriana used. In that case, there was a pretty good chance that bed-head hair meant actual bed-head hair.


Within five minutes, Adriana had made herself tea, had ignored the duster Coco had left out on the counter for her, and was on the phone, whispering.


‘You too? I feel wonderful … What a start to the day … Sooo sexy …’


Coco raged: she’d been right!


She watched with irritation as her single staff member slipped past a customer to drift over to the stairs where she sighed and whispered some more sweet nothings into her phone. Adriana only worked part-time to help fund her college work, but she’d missed an hour and a half of her shift and yet would expect to be paid for it. When Adriana had been late before, Coco had paid her full wages without question, but this was now the fourth time in a few weeks that Adriana had been late.


Plus – and Coco felt annoyed with herself over any irritation about this – it was clear that Adriana, for all her slacker lifestyle, had a healthy, wonderful sex life with her boyfriend, while the only things to keep Coco in bed late were either her phone alarm clock not going off or a vomiting virus.


She hadn’t had a date since her last blind date, which had turned into a disaster of epic proportions and had made her decide, finally, that men were a waste of time.


By half one, Coco was tired and looking out on to the street where the September sunshine shone down, and thought a quick walk down at the sea wall might blow the cobwebs away. She’d grab a sandwich on the way back and let Adriana take her lunch then.


‘Adriana,’ she began, as she got her purse, ‘I’m going for a walk and then—’


‘Oh, Coco,’ said Adriana, twirling a strand of bleached blonde hair. ‘Er, remember I said I had to go early today for, er, that essay I’m finishing for college? If I could go now, as I did ask …’


Coco, who never lost her temper and who knew she was a complete pushover when it came to both staff and people haggling in the shop, suddenly lost it.


‘You want to leave at half one instead of half three, when you didn’t get here till eleven?’ she said furiously. ‘And you no doubt expect me to pay you for six hours when you’ll have worked two and a half? Am I correct?’


‘Well, it’s only fair. I got a flat,’ Adriana said, looking injured.


‘I don’t believe you,’ said Coco.


There, she’d said it.


‘This is your fourth time late since the last week in August. Do you want this job or not? Because I need someone I can rely on, not someone who waltzes in late and leaves early.’


‘That’s not fair!’


‘Adriana, it’s totally fair. I pay you to be here working, not spend hours on the phone to your boyfriend!’


The burst dam inside Coco was pumping out a flood, but Adriana brought out the ultimate weapon: tears.


‘I’m so sorry, Coco. You’re so good to me, like a big sister, and I never had a sister, and I love you, you know that.’


‘Hush.’ Without almost knowing what she was doing, Coco instinctively put an arm around the sobbing Adriana.


‘It’s fine, you can go early now.’ Coco cringed inwardly, wondering if she could discuss not paying Adriana for the missed hours. No, she decided. Cassie would be able to do it. Cassie could take on anyone and did, but Coco wasn’t built that way.


‘Please don’t let it happen again. I need you, Adriana.’


‘Course, I understand,’ snuffled Adriana. ‘It won’t happen again. I promise.’


It took five minutes and an emergency chocolate biscuit to get Adriana smiling and out of the shop, after which Coco began to wonder if she’d done the right thing.


It was just hard to be tough with people you worked closely with … Yes, that was it. Adriana would buck up. Coco knew it.


As for now, she’d have to shut the shop to grab a sandwich and she hated doing that. The success of the shop rested entirely on her shoulders and though the place was doing pretty well on the internet, a random person shopping on her lunch break and encountering a ‘closed’ sign on the door might assume Twentieth Century was always closed and never come this way again.


Coco took off her heels, put on a pair of flats, grabbed the keys and her purse, stuck a ‘back in five minutes’ sign on the door and ran out into the September day, racing to the café where she could grab a ready-made sandwich.


Maybe she should have done what Great-Aunt Edie wanted and done something boring in college, instead of Fine Arts, she thought, panting as she ran. But then she wouldn’t be her own boss. And Coco loved that more than anything.


Life was too full of twists and turns, decisions taken out of your hands, people leaving and never coming back. Her mother and Red came to mind.


No, if you were your own boss, you were in charge and nothing happened if you didn’t like it. Because when random things happened, people got hurt and nobody recovered from the hurt. That was what Coco feared most of all.





Coco always said she’d never minded not having a mother.


‘You don’t miss what you never had,’ she’d told her new girlfriends at college when they were on their second night out at the college bar and had moved on to sharing mother stories – the fabulous mother who was the kindest woman on the planet; the mother who behaved as though men were all raging sex maniacs and had sent her daughter to a convent lest one of the said maniacs got his paws on her; the mother who had a narcissistic streak and couldn’t hold a conversation for longer than two minutes without dragging it back to herself.


The other three had been silent for a beat when Coco Keneally mentioned that she’d never known her mother.


‘She left home when I was one. I don’t even remember her,’ Coco said lightly, because it was easier to tell this story in such a manner rather than imply it had hurt in any way.


‘But a mother … You need a mother,’ said Janet with great sadness – Janet who was the youngest of the four new students and had been explaining how she had the kindest mother ever.


Beers had been consumed and a level of honesty had been reached between the four women who’d been strangers until a month ago when they’d met on registration day for First Arts: four eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds, anxious but hiding it, madly trying to appear cool.


Even then, Coco’s love of vintage clothing had been obvious: she’d worn Grammy’s felted wool swing skirt with the kick pleat at the back, a red fake leather trench coat, and a black beret over her long, insanely curly dark hair.


‘Coco,’ Janet went on, ‘how can you bear it?’


‘Lots of people don’t have mothers. I had my older sister, Cassie,’ said Coco simply. ‘I had Dad when he was alive, and Grammy. Between them they made it not matter that my mother had left.’


‘I’ve just realised: you won’t have a mum to help you buy your wedding dress!’ hiccupped Lorraine from the convent, where it appeared that, despite reports to the contrary, convent girls were not wild and were certainly not able to hold their drink. On her second beer, Lorraine was already well beyond the tipsy stage. ‘That’s so sad.’


‘Look on the bright side: your mother will never want to upstage your wedding,’ added Carla (narcissistic mum) cheerfully. ‘At my brother’s twenty-first birthday party, my mother wore a leather mini skirt, a crop top that showed off her belly bar, and flirted with all my brother’s friends.’


‘Midlife crisis?’ said Janet hopefully.


‘Ah no, just my mother,’ shrugged Carla, with a glitter in her eyes.


‘That’s so sad—’ began Janet, tears at the ready.


‘Thirty’s a nice age to get married,’ Coco said, wanting to cut off Janet before she really started to cry at the thought of mothers unlike her own fabulous one and how had people coped?


‘Yeah, thirty,’ said Carla.


‘Twenty-seven,’ insisted Lorraine. ‘Still in your twenties; any older and you seem sad.’


An argument started on the wisdom/sadness of getting married in your thirties and Coco never got around to saying that she knew she’d have her sister and her grandmother by her side when it was her turn. And who needed a mother they couldn’t remember, anyway? Little kids didn’t remember that far back.


When she got married, she thought, allowing herself to imagine this event with all the talk of weddings, the pretty green in Delaney Gardens would be the venue. Cassie would plan it all like a military campaign: a hundred tea lights lit by 3 p.m., sir! Cassie could organise anything: her two tiny daughters, her husband, her job, even the newly purchased semi-detached house a mile from Delaney Gardens where the previous tenants had left it looking like a squat and had somehow removed all the grouting from the bathroom tiles.


A small marquee would fit in the patch of glorious green in Delaney Gardens between the gnarled crab apple trees, the bluebells and the huge old fig tree. Grammy would source food from all her cooking pals, so no fortune would have to be spent on four courses or sorbets or any of that nonsense.


Coco wanted the music of The Andrews Sisters and Glenn Miller, with a hint of the seventies thrown in to get people up dancing.


‘You’ll need disco music,’ said Cassie, shocked, when Coco had explained how she and the girls from college had been talking about weddings. ‘You can’t get married without Abba, at least.’


And the sisters had giggled at the thought of this lovely imaginary event to plan, and had discussed how it was handy Coco was waiting for several years, because right now, Beth would be a very bad flower girl as she was going through a stomping phase in nursery school.


Had she really been that naïve? Coco thought now. Thinking thirty was the right age to get married – as if it were something you had the slightest control over.


Coco had grown more and more accustomed to the concept that life rippled along in its own way no matter what you did to intercept it, but she was still shocked by how powerless she was about it all.


She was thirty-one now, and her last serious relationship had been with Red, four years ago. Since then she’d had a couple of dates and then, for a whole year, nothing. Nada. Zip. Until last month and the disastrous blind date at a friend’s dinner party with a recently separated guy who’d muttered endlessly about his ex-wife and her new man, and then grabbed Coco as she tried to leave and slobbered drunkenly on her in a manner he clearly thought was kissing. Nice.


‘Sorry,’ said her friend who’d set it up. ‘I thought he was over it. I shouldn’t have made Brandy Alexanders …’


‘No,’ said Coco, and she’d nearly said, It’s me. I am catnip to the wrong men and the right men run from me.


Red had run from me, the man I wanted to marry, was what she’d thought, but she never told people things like that.


Instead, she’d said, ‘He was drunk. Hardly your fault. You didn’t pour it down his throat. But no more blind dates and dinner parties, please? They make me feel hopeless and pitied. Trips to the cinema and things like that, lovely. But dinner parties with other couples just make it worse.’


In the years since Cassie and Coco had planned the perfect wedding, Cassie and Shay had long since renovated their house on the cheap and Coco’s nieces were now thirteen and fifteen. Beth had gone back into a stomping phase, Cassie pointed out miserably.


And still no need to set up any type of marquee in Delaney Gardens for Coco.


Was there something wrong with her? Was nobody in her family telling her the truth because they loved her? Would therapy help? No, cross that off the list, Coco thought gloomily. She couldn’t afford therapy. The electricity bill from the shop alone made her wince every two months. Who knew what professional therapists charged for their services?


No, perhaps she was simply one of those women who were destined to be alone.









Three





That afternoon, Pearl Keneally stood in her red and white themed kitchen with Ritchie Valens singing in the background and toyed with the idea of putting the salted peanuts out in her small, hot-pink and blue dishes from Ios, but then thought better of it.


Liam’s blood pressure was high enough: he didn’t need the salt. Plus Gloria was back in diet club for a winter wedding and would stab Pearl if she saw needless temptation. Pearl snagged a handful of peanuts for herself, then put them in the back of the treat cupboard. Daisy, an oyster pug who needed to be on a diet herself, sat at Pearl’s feet, smiling and watching with delight. For Daisy, her mistress’s weekly events meant treats.


Snacks and drinks was what they’d agreed when they set up the Thursday night club all those years ago. The group, who all lived in Delaney Gardens, had between them seen children grow up, grandchildren grow up, had experienced death, illness: you name it, they’d seen it. And still they came together once a week, rain, hail or shine. The rules hadn’t changed: no proper dinners or cheese squashed into shapes on crackers, or it would soon become a huge effort when all they wanted were a few card games and the company.


Now that over forty years had passed, people’s varying ill health meant the snacks had to be wildly healthy, not dangerous for anyone on anti-stroke medication and suitable for Annette, who was diabetic. Pearl found the low-cal, low-salt, low-taste nibbles and put them out with some trail mix, along with diabetic chocolate near the seat where Annette usually sat.


Some members of the club were gone to wherever it was people went. There were six of them now instead of the initial nine: Loretta and Dai were dead, Louis in the mysterious and painful land of dementia.


Annette’s husband, Dai, had had a heart attack when he was sixty and, years later, Annette insisted that she’d never have survived without her Thursday nights.


‘I couldn’t fall in love with anyone else,’ she said. ‘Dai was the love of my life. Thursday nights saved me. I had somewhere to go.’


Gloria’s husband, Louis, was in a nursing home with advanced dementia. He no longer recognised Gloria or any of his family, and sat whispering fearfully about ‘going home’, by which he meant his birth home.


Gloria had stayed away from the Thursday night club for a year when Louis had first gone into the nursing home.


‘The guilt kills me,’ she’d told Pearl the night Pearl had gone over to Gloria’s to beg her to come back to the poker club. ‘I should be taking care of him, not someone else, someone who doesn’t know what he likes!’


‘And what would you do if he got run over by a car when he escaped from the house again, looking for the way back to his mother’s house, Gloria? You’d feel twice as guilty then,’ Pearl had said, knowing she had to be cruel to be kind. ‘What Louis needs now is something you can’t physically give him. He needs people who are rested and expert, people who aren’t so worn out with emotion that they want to cry when he won’t eat and sob with exhaustion as they try to change his clothes. You can’t do that, Gloria.’


‘I know.’ Gloria sat with her face in her hands. ‘But I feel guilty.’


‘You will if you sit at home and brood. You need a few hours every week where you forget it all, where you can laugh and know nobody’s judging you and that we love you. We all miss Louis, he was a part of our lives too, but he wouldn’t want you killing yourself with pain because he has this bloody disease.’


‘He was a great poker player, wasn’t he?’ Gloria remembered proudly.


‘Better than the rest of us put together,’ Pearl agreed. ‘He loved the tradition of it all, the fun. I’m not just saying what I think you need to hear, Gloria,’ Pearl went on, ‘but I knew the real Louis. He was good and kind and loved you with all his heart. He would hate to see you in this much pain.’


Gloria let the tears flow. ‘I am so lonely, Pearl.’ She almost breathed the words out, she spoke so slowly. ‘We had fifty years and now it’s all over, gone. How can it be gone when he’s still actually here? It would feel like cheating on him to have fun when he isn’t.’


‘If you were in the home, if places were reversed, what would you want for Louis? Endless pain and guilt, or a life with friends who helped you?’ Pearl delivered the final bit of her argument.


That was a year ago, and Louis was going steadily downhill, getting thinner and having more and more chest infections he couldn’t shake, but Gloria was somehow coping. Joining the diet club was a huge step, Pearl knew. The Gloria of a year ago was so numb that she didn’t care if she was five stone or fifty.


Ritchie Valens was singing ‘Bluebirds Over the Mountains’. Whisking around the living room with Daisy panting at her heels, Pearl admired her house and thought how pretty it all looked now: one person – her younger sister, Edie, who’d been born with a bitter taste in her mouth – had said it was ludicrous having a Mediterranean-themed house in a northern European city, but Pearl pointed out that when there wasn’t always enough sun outside, you had to generate it somewhere. Plus, the house was very near the sea after all. The sea wall of Silver Bay was only half a mile away, so a maritime theme worked. And people needed vitamin D.


Her walls were primrose yellow, her couch was a faded turquoise with rainbow crochet cushions, she had a heated fish tank for a sense of the ocean, a jungle of stretching, gleaming cacti plants on the low windowsill, and the pictures on the walls were of Santorini, Thessaloniki and Crete.


All the people whom Pearl loved, loved her home. Coco, Cassie, Shay, Lily and Beth adored it. The Thursday night club loved it. Edie could go hang, with her beige carpet, beige velvet couch and OCD-inspired overuse of hand sanitiser.


‘Pearl, it’s like being on holidays,’ Lily liked to say, lying on the couch and looking up at the Greek pictures.


When she was little, Beth hadn’t been able to say Great-Grammy but had liked saying ‘Grammy Pearl’ in her breathy, little girl’s voice, and so Grammy Pearl it had remained for both of Pearl’s great-granddaughters.


‘I think I’m on holidays when I’m in this room too, Lily,’ Pearl would reply happily.


Pearl had always loved Greece and for years now, sturdy, white-haired but nut brown from a summer spent outside in her tiny garden coaxing tomatoes and baby strawberries to grow, she’d chosen to wear gleaming whites and Grecian blues, and had her toenails painted coral by Coco who lived just up the street – ten minutes at Coco’s fast pace.


The nice new young doctor in the local practice had said it was incredible that Pearl was up to so much gardening, had only had a hint of arthritis and was a supple as she was at her age.


‘Not many seventy-eight-year-olds have your energy or stamina,’ he’d said. ‘You have great genes, Mrs Keneally. Or is there another secret to it?’


‘I raised my granddaughters,’ Pearl said simply. ‘I couldn’t be old because they needed a mother; theirs was gone. Love is a powerful thing.’


Automatically she turned to the photos of the girls on the old upright piano. Cassie on her wedding day, radiant in a brand-new dress, despite Coco’s attempts to get her into something old and romantic.


Pearl’s son, Jimmy, had been alive then and he stood tall and proud in the photos, but with that hint of sadness around his eyes. That had never gone. Pearl loved Jimmy with all her heart but she’d never been able to help him recover from his wife’s departure. You could die of a broken heart, Pearl thought, even if it was a slow death.


She’d done her best when Marguerite had left them all those years ago. She’d insisted that Jimmy and the girls move in with her to the small narrow house in Delaney Gardens and had been a mother to all three of them: devastated Jimmy, Cassie, who was seven and had coped with a combination of bewilderment and, later, of acting out, and little Coco, just one and the most adaptable of the three.


Despite it all – dire warnings from Edie, sympathetic glances from neighbours, concern from Cassie’s schoolteachers during her particularly difficult teenage years – they’d managed.


‘You’ll go straight to heaven for all you’ve done,’ Edie used to sniff when it turned out that Cassie wasn’t planning a life smoking dope and living in a squat as she’d grimly foreseen when Cassie was seventeen and had a wardrobe entirely made up of tight jeans, T-shirts with rude slogans on them, a studded leather jacket and Doc Marten boots.


‘I’m not planning on going anywhere anytime soon, Edie,’ Pearl said in exasperation. ‘Stop shuffling me off this mortal coil.’


Yet Edie’s words left unease in Pearl. She wasn’t a saint – far from it. She’d played her part in their family drama in more ways than raising the girls Marguerite had left behind.


Over three decades since her daughter-in-law had left and Pearl still felt the raising wasn’t finished. That, she could have told the young GP, kept her alive to be a mother to them.


At seventy-eight, she knew in her heart that she ought to be able to enjoy her card-playing nights in peace, but she wasn’t. Her girls weren’t settled, for all that they looked perfectly happy from the outside.


There was Coco, who, despite all her early romance, had no man in her life. Lots of first and second dates but nothing more. Once a man got close, Coco shoved him off the way she discarded tatty fake designer stuff for her shop. Red – Pearl usually hated men who were known by nicknames and not their given names, but Red was different – was gone now and Pearl had been so sure that Coco would go through with it this time: marriage, babies, settling down. But no.


Red and Coco had broken up four years before and since then Coco had thrown herself even more into her vintage clothes shop. Work was all well and good but it didn’t keep you warm at night, did it?


While Cassie … Pearl sighed.


Cassie was good on paper. It looked as if Cassie had it all: those two lovely girls, a good husband, a job, and yet Pearl could see something not quite right these days. It was more than the nightmare of the teenage years. Pearl suspected it was something to do with Shay, but Cassie hadn’t confided in her.


Despite how close they’d once been, there was a firm boundary around Cassie since she’d grown up – as if all those years of wishing her mother would come home had hardened something inside her, and made her feel that a castle wall to protect her was the safest way to cope with life.


Pearl could see how her granddaughter tried so hard to be the perfect mother to her two daughters. Indeed, how she tried so hard to be perfect at everything: perfect mother, perfect wife, perfect employee. Even perfect baker. Most Sundays Cassie spent at least three hours in the kitchen making dinners and cakes for the week. It was what she thought a good mother would do. And Cassie was, without knowing it, desperately trying to be the good mother she’d been denied.


Pearl, who’d been just fifty when Marguerite had left, was no baker. Pearl had done her best to fill in all the motherhood gaps but she still wasn’t the real thing.


Never would be.


And now Cassie was desperately trying to recreate something she’d never quite had as a child and Pearl wasn’t sure if her granddaughter was even aware she was doing it.


‘Guilt keeps me alive,’ Pearl would have liked to have said to that young doctor if she was speaking frankly. ‘Guilt at what I did do, what I didn’t do, and how it’s too late to change it all. Guilt at how I shouldn’t have let Marguerite leave, guilt at how I should have helped her more when she was here, guilt at thinking that one day she would come back.’


At night when she couldn’t sleep, Pearl sometimes sat in the window of the small house on Delaney Gardens, a house that had once squeezed two girls, their father and grandmother into it, and she stared unseeing over the garden and its huge fig tree. It wasn’t really what anyone interested in planning would have called a square. More a patch of square grass around which the houses were ranged on three sides: once state-owned houses that most people now owned. Built in the thirties as part of a social housing project, they were sturdy and compact with long back gardens, perfect for vegetable growing, which was how people fed themselves in those days.


In the centre of the actual Delaney garden was the old fig tree, bigger than the one Pearl had in her back garden. This one was a gnarled, twisted old beauty that had withstood many lovers’ initials scraped into it, small folk climbing its branches, and harsh storms that rattled windows long before double-glazing was invented.


The tree was allegedly a relative of the famous Australian Moreton Bay Fig, and now roots from the branches grew down into the ground, creating a safe enclosure of roots around the centre of its massive trunk. To small children, it was like a kindly grandparent leaning down to hug them.


‘Isn’t it a fabulous specimen?’ strangers always said in fascination. ‘I’ve never seen a fig tree like that before.’


‘And it grows fruit?’ others would ask.


Fruit galore. Fruit for jams, chutneys, desserts, and when Pearl had been young and had lived in Delaney Gardens with her husband, Bernard, fruit dripping down their chins as they sat on their threadbare, third-hand old seats in front of the fire, laughing and planning for their future.


‘It never turns out the way we plan, Bernie,’ she said to him. He was now long gone, his kind smile and ever-present pipe smoke drifting around somewhere else. She hoped he was on a divine cloud somewhere looking down, but not seeing the mess she’d made.


No, Pearl told herself, even if her sister had been planning Pearl’s funeral since Pearl had hit seventy-five, there would be no going anywhere, no letting go of the reins of the family until she’d sorted it all out.


She had so many regrets, and now she thought it was time to do something about them all. Too many lives had been hurt and she’d been a part of it. The family circle needed to be complete. Pearl had thought that keeping quiet would help her beloved girls, but missing someone hadn’t helped her, had it?


And if she told them the truth, she’d have to tell them the whole truth. And they might look at her with loathing if she did that. Cassie was always saying Pearl was an amazing woman. If the truth came out, about what she hadn’t done for their poor mother, Cassie certainly wouldn’t believe that anymore.





Flat shoes were useful for big hotels, Cassie knew, as she parked as close as she could to the enormous Springfield Hotel.


The Springfield was like a giant E block set down in the middle of a field that had been landscaped to death and now had walks, little streams and bridges dotted all over the place. To get to any one place you had to walk miles, and guests at weddings had been known to spend hours wandering tipsily around in the wee small hours, wielding hotel keys and saying, ‘It’s over here, near this statue, I know it is!’ until rescued by the concierge staff.


Billed as a spa hotel, it was, in fact, a major conference and wedding hotel because it had four hundred rooms, three giant conference rooms and a ballroom you could play ice hockey in, if you so wished.


Leo Quirke, the new manager, kept Cassie waiting when she arrived at half two to discuss the problems for the conference starting on Thursday. She sat in the outer room of Leo’s office and thought how she’d never had to wait for his predecessor, who had gone on to run a department of a luxury hotel in Boca Raton and who was, no doubt, delirious to have washed his hands of the Springfield, which had been beset with so many teething problems the joke in the trade was that it needed its own dentist.


Too big, built too quickly, and with too many corners cut, there were always problems with the hotel. But Fiachra – Leo’s predecessor – had sorted them out. Leo seemed to be more of an ah, sure, whatever type of manager. The type who’d give you a shove on the shoulder to imply a matey we’re-all-in-this-together.


‘Cassie, sorry to keep you waiting.’ Leo, who was forty-something, bank managerial in a navy chalk-striped suit he was clearly no longer able to button, smiled urbanely and held out a hand. ‘You are looking lovely, if I may say so,’ he added, doing some eyebrow lifting.


Cassie gave him the you may not say so stare she’d perfected over many years in the events management business, shook his hand briefly and said crisply: ‘Can we go into your office and sort this out, Leo? I’m pressed for time.’


She walked in ahead of him, sat down at the desk and quickly spread her papers in front of her. Larousse had a watertight contract for the event and it was very specific on deal-breakers. Facilities not working were top of a long list that went over many issues.


Leo leapt into the fray. ‘Obviously we are doing all we can from this end,’ he said. He did the eyebrow thing again.


Was that flirting? Cassie had no idea. It was millions of years since anyone had flirted with her. She didn’t give out any signals, did she?


Right now she had a headache, her hair had dried strangely after that morning’s rain, so she’d had to pull it into a tight bun, and despite the application of Belinda’s make-up, she wasn’t sure how she looked. She knew how she felt, though: tired, headachey – probably the tautness of the darn bun – and worried about what she’d do if she had to pull a conference for a hundred and twenty-five people two days before it was due to go ahead.


Flirting? Did Leo have any idea how close to the edge she was?


The set-up crew were due into the hotel first thing on Thursday with the company’s logo boards, presenters and goodie bags, and Cassie herself was due there by twelve to go over the final checks for the meals, drinks and entertainment for Thursday and Friday night. The paraphernalia for the Saturday golfing match was being handled by Jason and his crew from Larousse, who specialised in sports events. Jason was a dab hand with golf events and had several professional players’ managers’ numbers on his personal mobile. Yet secretly he hated golf and only liked golfers for the glory of those shifting shoulder muscles when they hit a fabulous drive; but then nobody needed to know that.


‘You were a little unclear on the phone,’ Cassie began in her discussion with Leo. Saying you figured someone had been downright lying on the phone never started a conversation well. ‘What exactly is the problem with the spa, Leo, and what is being done to fix it?’


‘We’re doing everything,’ Leo said gravely. ‘You know how tricky spas can be … The hammam has a problem and there’s something wrong with the pool filters …’


The pool had been refitted at vast expense only last year, Cassie thought, instincts prickling.


‘Let’s take a look,’ said Cassie suddenly.


He hesitated.


‘I love the spa here,’ Cassie said, standing up and making for the door.


He had no choice but to follow her.


Whatever the question, flat shoes were the answer, she thought, as she walked down endless corridors with Leo scurrying to keep up, arriving finally at the spa.


Instead of the familiar spa scent of essential oils, non-stop burning of candles and the inevitable hint of chlorine, she smelled paint. Bestowing a glittering and dangerous smile on her companion, Cassie pushed open the double doors to find that the Springfield spa and health club was being repainted.


‘Water leakage,’ tried Leo weakly.


‘Show me.’


‘Well, you know, all over the place …’


Cassie marched around, pushing into every changing room, checking the hammam – stone cold and it took forever to heat up – and the pool area.


Painters wandered around with cans of paint, and nobody looked to be in any sort of rush. There was a mañana atmosphere, helped along with the hotel’s jazzy Muzak. All they needed were a few cocktails and the whole thing might turn into a party at the drop of a baseball cap.


‘Is anything actually not working apart from it all being turned off so you can paint?’ Cassie asked Leo.


He took a deep breath and then said, ‘No.’


Cassie smothered the desire to stab him. Shay would undoubtedly be wildly busy at work and therefore not available to bail her out if she was arrested for the said stabbing. She put her game face on again.


‘Right. Get them all finished and out of here tonight, spend tomorrow eradicating the smell of paint, heating the pool and the hammam, and we have a deal. I’ll be here tomorrow first thing to check. Otherwise I will be cancelling and you’ll be getting a call from Loren Larousse about the financial implications of breaking a contract with us. Morally or legally correct or not, I can tell you that Loren will waste no time telling other event management people about this and it will not be good for the Springfield’s future conference bookings. You can phone me on the mobile to discuss in an hour.’ Cassie delivered the final blow. ‘I need to get back to the office to check out where else we can hold the conference. If we have to pay more for a higher quality hotel or for travelling down the country, we will – and trust me, I know that from past experience – Loren will take you to court for breach of contract.’


At that, Leo paled.


There were times, Cassie thought, when her boss’s tough reputation within the industry came in useful. In reality, court cases took forever and helped neither side professionally, but still, nobody who knew what Loren Larousse was really like wanted to cross her in business.


‘I’m sorry, it’s just that …’ began Leo, blustering.


Cassie felt momentarily sorry for him, but then thought of all the work involved if she had to even attempt to co-ordinate another hotel, undoubtedly not one in Dublin, and how she’d explain all of this to the conference people themselves. Loren would blame her for not literally camping down in the hotel because there was a new and untried manager around, and she would end up spending Thursday and Friday night stuck in the inevitable room beside the lift, overseeing everything personally in an attempt to make it all up to everyone.


At these thoughts, her feelings of sympathy withered and died.


‘Leo, we are in business. We don’t arrange conferences in hotels where the facilities get closed for redecoration on a whim. I have one hundred and twenty-five important guests coming on Thursday to stay with you for a convention booked six months ago, and you think it’s OK to repaint the spa while they’re here so they can’t use it?’


‘Well, you know …’


More bluster. What was wrong with saying, ‘Sorry, I screwed up’?


‘Leo, I will keep my boss from phoning up your chief executive and serving you as Thursday’s banquet main course if you can sort this out. Capisce?’


Then she turned on her heel and walked out.


It took twenty minutes to get out of the hotel and find her car, by which time it had started raining again and Cassie’s hair and clothes were wet through. Shivering, she sat in the car with the heater jacked up and thought of how nice it might be to text someone she loved. The girls were in school with their phones, hopefully turned to silent. Coco was always busy during shop opening hours and her speciality was returning texts three hours later by saying:


Sorry! Busy! Didn’t see phone!


And she and Shay rarely rang each other at work anymore. So she sent Coco a text instead:


Hi, honey. Come to lunch at the weekend? C xxxx









Four





Her grandmother really had been an amazing woman, Cassie thought as she unlocked the front door, weak with pure exhaustion, and Lily and Beth hurried into the house ahead of her. Grammy Pearl had raised two kids who weren’t even her own and Cassie wondered if she and Coco had been as annoyingly teenager-ish as her own daughters were.


From the moment she’d picked them up from school, there had been squabbling, a heated debate over why they had less pocket money than anyone else in their year (Beth), and a mutinous murmur over how her phone was totally crappy and why didn’t she have a really cool phone like everyone else (Lily).


Inside their painstakingly renovated house, the girls dumped their rucksacks full of books and their coats on the floor at the bottom of the stairs, shrugging off the detritus of school. Nobody moved to help their mother with the shopping she’d raced around the supermarket to purchase before she’d collected them.


Eighteen months ago they’d been mother’s little helpers; now they were hormones on legs – happy one minute, gloomy the next, worrying about how they’d ever be rich and famous singers after that.


‘I need a bath before I finish my homework,’ announced Beth, who was tall like her father but with her mother’s dark and unmanageable curly hair. ‘I got a whack of the ball in netball today. There’s already a bruise. Honestly, Mum, do I have to do it? I’m never going to be any good at it …’ And then she was gone up the stairs, trailing her school tie and shoes after her, coat still on the floor.


Beth was mercurial, definitely like Shay, but she could be funny and sparkly when she felt like it.


Cassie looked at the coats on the floor, which would miraculously move themselves via Mother Power, which was a well-known family phenomenon. Like the laundry fairy and the answer to the ‘where are my trainers/black jeans/pink long-sleeved T-shirt?’ question. Mother Power could do it all and knew where every lost item was.


Breathe, Cassie told herself as she shouldered her way through the door with the shopping. Breathe. Think of that mindfulness book she had on the floor by the bed and occasionally actually read. Be in the now, feel your feet touching the earth, rooting you …’


‘Mum, there’s a message on the phone. I listened and it’s Gran,’ roared Lily from the kitchen.


The very notion of calm breathing and being rooted in the earth vanished to be replaced by the wild irritation she was accustomed to.


It could not be good for the body, this irritation.


In the kitchen. Lily’s skinny body was half in the fridge. Her appetite was mythic. Nobody could believe that somebody so small could consume so much and be so endlessly hungry. She could eat a trencherman’s dinner, and half an hour after, amble over to the cupboard, pull out the cereal and start gulping handfuls from the box. Where precisely it all went, Cassie didn’t know.


Lily was slender and short, like her mother, but Cassie’s slenderness came from watching what she ate and occasionally, just occasionally, going for a walk with Coco where they talked about most things. Not everything, but most things.


Lily appeared to do as little exercise as possible, despite the school system, and just ate.


‘Fast metabolism?’ Shay would say absently, when queried about this. ‘Great for sports, though. She likes tennis. Should she have tennis coaching?’


‘Who,’ Cassie wanted to screech, ‘would drive her to this extra tennis coaching? Not you, because you are never here anymore!’


But she couldn’t say that because it was the unsayable. She would not count how many times he’d been at his mother’s lately. She would not.


Breathe.


She put the bags on the counter still messy with the morning’s breakfast dishes and pressed the answerphone button as she watched her younger daughter plundering the fridge.


The frail-sounding voice of Antoinette, her mother-in-law, whispered through the kitchen.


‘Shay, pet, the hot water’s not working. I don’t know what to do and you know I’m scared of messing with the controls. Your father always did it. Could you come round?’


If Lily hadn’t been there, Cassie might have sworn out loud, something long and filthy that would necessitate serious paper money in the swear jar, but as it was, she consoled herself with a silent curse. Somewhere deep inside, it made her feel marginally better.


Then she opened the fridge and took out the half-full bottle of white wine chilling inside. She banished the thought that she’d only opened it the night before and that Shay hadn’t drunk any because he didn’t believe in drinking mid-week. She needed this, needed something to help cool and calm her down. What harm was there in a glass of wine?


Shay’s mother, Antoinette, had always said she wasn’t good with the phone and could never remember which one to ring, so she had a system of leaving messages all over the place. She’d have left one on Shay’s phone and probably in his office too. Just in case. By now, Shay and the entire northern hemisphere would know he was needed in his mother’s house and he would have obediently gone there, to his former home on the other side of the city instead of to his current one.


He wouldn’t be late for dinner with Cassie and the girls because he wouldn’t be eating with them at all. Antoinette would have ‘something small in the oven, pet, seeing as you’ve come all this way’.


To add to this, Shay might not even text or phone to explain where he was and Cassie’s blood would boil all evening. ‘But sure, you knew I’d be with Ma, didn’t you?’ he’d say in bewilderment when he’d roll up at half ten or eleven, fed and happy after an evening with his mother. He wouldn’t have had to put away groceries, organise the next day’s dinner, put on washing, drag the recycling bin to the gate or do any of the normal jobs associated with family life.


Nobody could castigate a man for taking care of his widowed mother. Cassie certainly wouldn’t have done so until over three years ago when her father-in-law had died.


Arthur had been like Shay: a big man, fair-haired and freckled, larger than life, great fun and endlessly practical. Like his son, he worked in engineering and, consequently, both men knew their way around a tool kit and could put together flat pack furniture with good-humoured expertise.


Then a massive heart attack had taken Arthur away and Antoinette’s life had changed. Shattered, Antoinette had not been able to cope and Cassie had felt enormous pity for her fragile mother-in-law.


Despite her clothes being modern and fashionable, the internal Antoinette was like a woman from another time, one of the timorous gentle ladies from eighteenth century novels who had fits of the vapours at all aspects of painful modern life. It would be difficult for her to live on her own, Cassie thought, but at least Antoinette had two daughters as well as Shay. Three grown children to be there for her.


Ruth was single, worked in television production and lived in an all-white apartment not too far from her mother, while Miriam was married with one teenage son, worked part-time and lived about four miles from Antoinette’s Clontarf home.


Unfortunately, Miriam and Ruth weren’t on Antoinette’s emotional radar at all. Only Shay could fill his beloved father’s shoes. And Shay, to Cassie’s astonishment, was filling those shoes with vigour. Antoinette’s emergencies were twice-weekly events at least.


‘Doesn’t she ever phone Miriam or Ruth?’ Cassie had asked once, six months on from her father-in-law’s death, when Antoinette’s frantic phone calls were still coming fast and loose, and Shay appeared to be half living with his mother.


‘Ah, the girls are hopeless with house stuff, you know that, Cass,’ said Shay. ‘Miriam never answers her phone and Ruth’s so busy.’


‘Busy?’ Cassie heard the rage in her voice but was too angry to quell it. ‘And you’re not busy? You have a family and a job. Ruth only has one of those. It wouldn’t kill her to phone her mother once in a blue moon, and I don’t know why Miriam doesn’t answer her bloody phone. Push the button, say, “Hello, Mum, yes, I’ll come round.” It’s not rocket science. You are not your mother’s only child.’


‘Ma needs me right now,’ Shay said, managing to look a combination of irritated and hurt. ‘I don’t know how you can’t understand that, Cass. She’ll adjust. She’s lonely, that’s all. We live five minutes away from your grandmother, so it’s no big deal if you need to drop in. It’s only because Mum lives on the other side of the city that it seems like I’m gone for ages. I’m not. It’ll pass.’


But over the past three years, Antoinette hadn’t become any less lonely.


Other than the time aspect of it all, what hurt was the never coming first. Never. Shay had a list of important people in his head and after almost four years of his dropping everything to see to his mother’s emergencies, Cassie felt she was right at the bottom of it.


In her darker moments, she decided that if she drove off a bridge and Antoinette phoned simultaneously with a message about having pranged her car on the garden gate, Shay would throw Cassie a lifebuoy, roar, ‘I know you’ll be able to sort yourself out, love, you’re so capable,’ and he’d be gone. Gone to his mother who was too fragile for life.


Cassie, who prized herself on her ability to cope with anything, was seen as strong enough to manage on her own.


‘What’s for dinner, Mum?’ asked Lily, looking at the shopping.


‘Fish pie,’ said Cassie, putting an arm around her younger daughter and hugging. Sometimes a person needed a hug and Beth had become very unhuggy these days. Something to do with her animal instincts making her pushed loved ones away before they pushed her away: defensive tactics in the evolution of a teenager. It still hurt like hell.


Lily, in a moment of respite from the hormonal dark side, embraced her mother, snuggling in for a hug the way she used to.


She was like a little sprite in school uniform: dark hair growing out of a pixie cut, with knowing blue eyes that saw everything, a ready smile when the hormones weren’t torturing her, and a fondness for teenage fiction set in dystopian worlds.


‘Yum,’ she said now, blue eyes lighting up. ‘Is there any Chunky Monkey left for afters?’


‘Did you eat it all last night? If so, it’s just ordinary supermarket vanilla.’


‘Think I did,’ Lily said, sighing. ‘Can I melt Nutella on to the vanilla, then?’


‘Sure.’ Burying her head into the soft cloud of Lily’s hair and breathing in the scent of flowery girl perfume, Cassie closed her eyes and wished everything was as simple as what to have for dessert.


Don’t grow up anymore, she wanted to beg Lily. Please go back to being my little girl for a bit longer. Let just one thing stay the same …


Lily wriggled out of her mother’s embrace and skipped out the door.


‘Take your coat and put it in the cupboard,’ Cassie begged.


‘’K,’ said Lily.


At least Lily still did what she was told. Telling Beth to do anything was akin to co-ordinating a rocket launch and hoping nothing exploded.


Although Cassie firmly believed that people, even teenagers, had to clean up after themselves, it was sometimes easier to put Beth’s stuff away herself rather than wait for a missile strike from hormone central.


It had been an exhausting day. She’d been drenched twice, had to deal with the whole Springfield Hotel crisis, and then being balled at on the phone by Loren, who’d shrieked – as if Cassie didn’t already know – that one messed-up conference would have a hugely negative impact on their reputation.


‘You are supposed to let that moron know that I will rip his guts out through his nostrils if he screws this up,’ had been Loren’s grim advice when Cassie had phoned in. In a chaotic world, one could always rely on her boss to be enraged about something.


And it seemed as though one could always rely upon her husband to be at his mother’s house, Cassie thought.


She glumly surveyed the shopping. She had picked the groceries off the shelves, put them into the trolley, loaded them on the conveyor belt, packed them into bags, hauled it all in a wonky trolley to the car, and now she had to put them all away again.


At least dinner was ready to go. All it needed was reheating in the oven, which she switched on now. She clicked on the radio and found something with a pumping beat to keep her energy up so she could force herself to begin unpacking. As she listened to the music and drank her wine, she tried to keep the tears from her eyes. Crying and drinking: she was like a student in a flat, she reflected grimly. And then that thought shifted on to girls and tattoos.


She might get a tattoo.


Too long a sacrifice can make a stone of the heart.


She’d always loved W. B. Yeats. She’d get it somewhere secret so nobody would see it or need know what it meant, because she would. That was enough.





By twenty to eleven, Cassie had all the washing done, some of it dried, and had ironed the girls’ school blouses for the next day. She’d taken out the next day’s dinner from the freezer but that was the last of her stash; tomorrow she’d have to cook up a few meals for the rest of the week. The wine was long gone and Cassie had, with great difficulty, stopped herself opening another bottle. She’d had too much already.


Upstairs, Beth was in bed reading her history textbook and listening to music at the same time. Cassie had switched off Lily’s light twice already.


‘Just one more chapter! They’re about to get into the time reactor to try and switch everything back to the previous month before the invasion,’ wheedled Lily at ten, when Cassie crept upstairs with her ironing to find that Lily was reading again despite the 9.30 school night lights-out rule.


‘No,’ Cassie said firmly, but patted her daughter’s hand in case she sounded irritable. ‘You need your sleep, darling.’


‘Here are your shirts,’ Cassie said quietly, entering Beth’s domain.


In bed, with the eye make-up off and in her fleecy pyjamas, Beth looked more like the fifteen-year-old she was and less like the seventeen-year-old she seemed desperate to turn into. She had her aunt Coco’s heart-shaped face and perfect eyebrows, and her father’s eyes with those unusual striations of amber in the centre. All in all, it made for a pretty amazing package and Cassie worried endlessly about her daughter’s effect on the male population and the tangles a young girl could get herself into.


Sighing because she knew wine made her maudlin, Cassie put a few things in the laundry basket and then sat on the side of Beth’s bed, angling her head so she could see the title of the textbook: European History from 1000AD to the Glory of the Renaissance.


‘That’s a nice small area of research to get through,’ she joked.


‘I know, nightmare, right?’ said Beth. ‘It’s very brutal, too: everyone killing everyone else, or else they died from poverty or disease. Yeuch. And women were like objects, just things, almost not people at all. It was so horrible, I flicked ahead to the Inquisition.’ She shuddered. ‘That was way worse, the things they did to people.’


Her eyes filled with tears.


Knowing she could have her arm shrugged off but risking it anyway, Cassie leaned in and put an arm around her older daughter.


‘Honey, that’s probably not a good thing to read before bed. Some people can read about the most horrendous periods in history and it doesn’t affect them, but you and I – and darling Lily, as well – are not among them. When I read about how they treated witches, who were most likely just midwives or healing women, I couldn’t sleep for weeks. The thought of it all just stayed with me.’


‘Really, Mum?’ Beth looked surprised. ‘I didn’t know that.’


‘Hard to imagine,’ joked Cassie, ‘but I was a bit sensitive when I was at school.’


She still was, Cassie reflected ruefully, thinking of how upset Shay’s continued defection could make her. But kids seemed to function better when they saw their parents coping fabulously, so she tried not to let it show.


She rapidly moved off that subject. ‘Your aunt Coco couldn’t read Anne Frank’s diary. She kept trying to but she’d sob so much that Grammy Pearl went into the school and said she didn’t care if it was on the course or not, Coco wasn’t going to read it.’


‘Go Pearl!’ laughed Beth.


‘Now, how about you pack up the history, flick through a magazine for five minutes to see what new band are in or out, and then try to sleep, because it’s really late, darling. I could bring you some hot chocolate?’


Beth smiled at her mother. ‘Yeah, that would be nice.’


Cassie almost bounced downstairs, so happy to have had a positive conversation with Beth.


By half eleven, Cassie was in bed herself, not reading, just mindlessly flicking through the TV which was turned to low, trying to find something mind-numbing to send her off to sleep and get her mind off the fact that Shay still wasn’t home.


His 8 p.m. text –


Gone to Ma’s, won’t be late


– was plainly untrue and Cassie found herself simmering at the lack of any further texts.


Blast Shay for having the sensitivity of a ten-tonne truck, she thought, and switched out the light forcefully.





Cassie would kill him, Shay Reynolds thought as he sped through the darkened streets in his car, weariness overtaking him. He hadn’t noticed how late it had got. Once he’d sorted out the water heater problem, Mam had wanted to watch this old documentary on the TV about the building of Knock airport in the west of Ireland, and he’d said he’d sit with her for a bit of the programme. But she was so persuasive, and he’d made them another cup of tea – hers in the special china mug with the roses on it – and suddenly the show was over, it was after eleven and he’d been there for far longer than he’d meant to.


All the same, he felt so sorry every time he left his mother alone in the house he and his sisters had grown up in. He swore her face got smaller and sadder each time when she stood at the door to kiss him goodbye.


The routine was the same every time: Mam standing there wearing one of her soft woollen sweaters because she really suffered with the cold, and her wedding ring on a chain around her neck because her fingers were too misshapen from arthritis to wear it anymore. She hated that. His mother prized herself on looking youthful and pretty. She’d never been the sort of mother to slouch around the house and had always dressed up, wearing the pastel colours that suited her blonde-streaked hair.


‘Drive safely, love,’ she’d say at the door. ‘Give the girls my love, and Cassie. I hope she’s not working too hard. And you, love.’ At this, she’d reach up to hug him. Shay was six foot and his mother was almost a foot smaller. ‘You take care because nobody can replace my wonderful son.’


She’d never been much for make-up, but he associated the goodbye hugs with the scent of something flowery from his childhood, vastly different from the perfumes Cassie wore. Cassie’s were sharper, cut with citrus, modern; Mam’s was old and familiar, comforting, the scent of flowers of the past. It made him think of a time when life was simpler, when the office wasn’t such a jungle, when the girls had been younger and weren’t like tinder just waiting for a spark to set them off. When Cassie had seemed happier with him.


Simpler, that was it. Life had been so much simpler.


The sea wall raced by as he got closer to home and Shay made himself slow down as he reached the Silver Bay area. He was tired, although he’d have to deny it to Cassie and imply that he had loads of energy. But driving while tired could be fatal.


He looked briefly up at the road to Delaney Gardens as he passed it, thought of the redoubtable Pearl, and reflected that a huge part of the problem was that Cassie had no experience of a woman like his mother. Pearl was seventy-eight, acted like a woman three quarters of her age, and didn’t consider being within grasping reach of eighty to be any barrier to having a full life. Shay was pretty sure she and Peter from her poker club were lovers – it was the way Peter smiled and touched her face gently when Cassie and Coco were out of the room – but Shay had never shared this notion with his wife. Kids were weird about their mothers having sex and no doubt about it, Pearl had more or less been his wife’s mother.


Perhaps if she’d had her real mother, she might have understood his own mother more. He’d often thought this.


The bits he’d heard about Marguerite implied she was a fragile sort of person – well, she’d been a drinker, hadn’t she, and who knew what else – and sounded a million miles away from the strong Pearl. Edie was the one who’d filled him in on Marguerite. Edie was a mine of information about the past and was always delighted to reveal it.


‘No better than she should have been,’ had been her verdict on his long-gone mother-in-law, which was clearly Edie-speak for some sort of wild/trollopy/insane woman.


Pearl never mentioned her one-time daughter-in-law, and neither did Cassie. It was as if she’d vanished from all their minds, never to be thought of or spoken of again.


He drove slowly in the gate of their drive, parked beside Cassie’s small and now ageing Golf, and wondered how she’d react if he told her what his mother had been discussing with him tonight: selling both their houses and buying something bigger, with a granny flat for her.


‘Then you won’t be out all the time and we can be beside each other,’ Antoinette had said cosily.


Shay was smiling as he got out of the car. This would solve all their problems. He wouldn’t be racing off all the time to his mother’s because she’d be there. There would be no more rows. Result! Cassie would come round to it once she saw how it would work in all their favour. Just getting her to agree would be the problem. Cassie could be stubborn and she loved their house, but he knew how to work around her. It was a matter of picking the right time to tell her, that was all.


There were some nice new builds coming on to the market near the sea wall, which would be slightly closer to Delaney Gardens than their current house. Cassie would be closer to both Pearl and Coco with this plan, and Mam would be looked after. Everyone would be happy.









Five





It was a week of excitement, Vera, from across the square, told Pearl. A new family had possibly bought number twelve, which had been vacant for so long – although it was riddled with damp, God love them – and a special charity meeting was to be held in St Fintan’s church hall on Friday night.


At least sweet Father Alex had the sense to have his meeting at six, Pearl thought, as she and some of her Thursday-nighters made their way slowly up the back lane, through the mock-Georgian Ashleigh Estate and into the church grounds. If all was over by seven, people would still be home in time for the soaps and she’d get a bit of September sun in her back garden.


At this time of year, the verandah Bernie had built all those years ago – utilising old furniture and packing boxes because they hadn’t money for anything else – came into its own. Once he’d sanded it all down and painted it a pale south-of-France blue, nobody noticed that it was made from a hodgepodge of wood.


With the tangle of climbing roses and wisteria, not to mention the scent of nicotiana that drove the bees half crazy, the verandah was the perfect place to soak up the heat before the cool of October arrived and got into Pearl’s bones, making getting out of bed so hard in the morning.


‘How are things, Madame Pearl?’ asked Peter, slowing his long-legged pace to walk with her. Peter was a year younger, a lot taller and would give Gandalf a run for his money when it came to the long white silky beard and wise, smiling face.


‘I’m wondering what we are to be charitable about tonight,’ Pearl murmured. ‘It’s early for the Vincent de Paul Christmas drive.’


Peter considered this. ‘The old church needs work but someone will have to win the lottery to do that.’


‘Maybe it’s a papal message about selling a few Michelangelos,’ Pearl said wickedly. ‘That would fix up the church and do a bit for charity – quite a few things for charity.’


Peter laughed. ‘Don’t say it to poor Alex: he’s got enough on his plate as it is. And why –’ Peter lowered his face so it was very close to Pearl’s and she could smell that woodsy cologne he wore – ‘did Edie come along? Is her broomstick in for a service and she can’t get home?’


‘You are so bad,’ whispered Pearl. ‘She’s just lonely, you know that.’


‘I can’t drop round when she’s there,’ Peter murmured. ‘Can’t she be lonely in her own house?’


It was Pearl’s turn to laugh gently.


‘What’s so funny?’ said Edie, marching along and trying to keep up even though she was wearing her mink jacket and was roasting with heat.


Edie liked her furs and she had so little chance to wear them nowadays. It was a bit warm for the jacket but it was her favourite and surely there would be none of those mad, paint-throwing animal rights people in the church hall?





Mrs Maguire from The Pines had forgotten her hearing aid and Father Alex Wiersbowski, curate of St Fintan’s, couldn’t get the microphone to work.


‘Plug it in,’ said someone helpfully.


‘Batteries?’ shouted another kind soul.


Father Wiersbowski, who’d done a degree in fine art before his vocation, and who daily lamented the fact that men of religion were supposed to be brilliant at everything from comforting the dying to encouraging small children through the sacraments, twiddled the on and off buttons on the microphone with irritation. He was not a techie person.


He felt the eyes of the crowd on him. The church hall, cold even in high summer but warming up now due to some magic that had gone on in the boiler room thanks to Tom, the sacristan, was half-full with the older members of his congregation. Half full was good for the hall, better than the attendance at the actual church, where sometimes Father Wiersbowski wondered why he even went through the motions for a handful of the faithful.


Tonight, the Thursday night poker club people were here, which was a relief, because they were helpful, enthusiastic and blissfully funny. Unfortunately, Pearl’s sister was also there. Mrs DeVere had to be handled carefully, like an unexploded bomb, a thought that made Alex Wiersbowski say a small prayer of contrition with guilt.


The thing was, Edie didn’t approve of the modern Mass, wanted priests to talk permanently in Latin, and believed all young people – possibly himself included because he was only forty – were dangerous hoodlums hellbent on destroying society.


No point in explaining that the local secondary school – no doubt a hotbed of hoodlumism in Edie’s eyes – had come up with the idea for the fundraising drive for the school that St Fintan’s Church sponsored in Africa, and that the transition year students, all sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds, had pledged that they’d raise twenty thousand euros for the school.


They were doing sponsored walks, bag-packing in supermarkets, twenty-four-hour fasts: anything to raise the funds.


‘Any chance the parish could match the money so we could send a grand total of forty thousand euros out when the students make their trip in March?’ the principal of Parnell Avenue Secondary School had asked.


Poor Alex Wiersbowski had been caught between a rock and a hard place.


The school principal was another person to add to the list of people he couldn’t manage: the bishop; the bishop’s private secretary; a frightening woman who ran the Legion of Mary; Pearl’s sister, Edie DeVere; and now the school principal, Ms Wilson, who said ‘Call me Maggie,’ and rumbled some long-buried part of his brain where life before celibacy lurked.


‘Well, I do not know,’ he stammered, his Podkarpackie accent unleashing itself through the English he’d spoken for twenty years now as he thought about how he’d get out of this one.


The church needed repainting. He was worn out from travelling to three churches and two nursing homes every weekend trying to say Mass, bring Communion, organise funerals, weddings and baptisms, and keep old Father McGinty from blowing up the parochial house because he kept forgetting to turn off the gas burners on the cooker. Plus, Alex’s car had ninety thousand miles on it and Lorcan, the mechanic, had said: ‘Father Alex, I’d start praying to your boss, the Man Above, for a miracle, if I were you. That thing’s barely roadworthy and one day she’ll stop dead in the middle of the road and trust me, there won’t be any coming back to life like that Lazarus fella.’


Alex didn’t feel he had a flock so much as a small stampede of wildly diverse creatures to control, and now this principal was giving him another impossible job to complete.


‘Ms Wilson,’ he’d begun when she’d ambushed him about the fundraising. He had to haul this back before it got out of hand.


‘Call me Maggie,’ said the principal again, with a smile. ‘No need for Ms Wilson or Father Wiersbowski,’ she’d added smoothly.


Alex closed his eyes as he remembered the meeting.


All this temptation, hard work and a car on the verge of death. And now this woman wanted him to get his parish – not a wealthy one, by any means – to come together to raise more money for the school in Africa, which had been his pet project all along, even though the parish had only managed small donations before. He could hardly say no.


His loyal parishioners had raised funds for the local poor and the homeless, but there were few houses in the St Fintan’s parish where money wasn’t an issue. How was he going to manage this? Where would the money come from?


He looked up at the hall roof with its telltale signs of damp: another crisis waiting to happen.


Maybe he should have gone on the Missions. Converting people to Christianity was more what he thought being a priest was going to be than this – this non-stop careful handling of people’s moods and trying to be intuitive and prayerful on days when he felt tired and like going back to bed with a box set.


There was no joy to be had with the microphone.


‘Shout,’ advised the sacristan. ‘You’ll only have to say it all twice so Greta Maguire can hear you, otherwise. I don’t think she knows how to work that hearing aid yoke, to be honest.’


Alex thought it might be nice to have a hearing aid himself so he could turn it off when he didn’t want to hear what was being said.


Raising his voice, he explained about the school’s plan to raise the money and how it would be wonderful ‘if we can come up with some way to match the school’s donation,’ he finished up lamely, knowing that most of the people in the hall were living on pensions, worrying about their own health, worrying about children and grandchildren and their futures.


‘Say that again,’ roared Mrs Maguire.


Her companion took it upon herself to loudly repeat the whole thing.


‘Haven’t we enough poor of our own here without helping other countries?’ said Edie DeVere crossly, rearranging her fur jacket as if she was going to drop dead with cold.


Father Alex suppressed the ignoble thought that St Fintan’s wasn’t even Edie’s parish and that selling the diamond eardrops attached to her earlobes might cut the fundraising total in half.


And what was it with the fur in September? Along the Carpathians, which ran to the west of his homeland, many people wore fur, but that was when the temperature dropped to minus twenty. There was no need for such a coat on an autumn evening in Ireland, especially now the sacristan had blasted the hall with heating.





Pearl was mightily sorry she’d allowed Edie to come along, and she glared at her sister. She was too long in the tooth to be embarrassed by anything Edie said. Lord knew she’d heard enough clangers from her sister’s mouth over the past seventy-odd years to be used to them by now, but still Edie came up with them.


To put a stop to whatever next Edie was about to say, Pearl heard herself speaking. ‘Father Alex, what a wonderful idea,’ she said loudly, shooting Edie with a glance so acidic it would peel paint from a door.


Edie, used to it, didn’t even appear to notice.


Pearl rolled her eyes. ‘We will all help, won’t we?’ she went on, looking around at her friends and neighbours. ‘“When you open your heart to giving, angels fly to your door”,’ she quoted. ‘I don’t know who said that – it’s of unknown origin.’


‘What’s this fascination with angels?’ grizzled Edie. ‘There’s angels all over the place these days. Used to be hippies and hallucinogenic drugs, now everyone’s seeing angels. There’s even an angel shop opening up near me. What’s wrong with saints and the like? Take Saint Philomena – I have a special devotion to her, myself.’


Peter and Pearl exchanged a glance. This was the first Pearl had heard of a ‘special devotion’ to St Philomena. Edie was just stirring it.


‘What could we do?’ Peter said calmly, to soothe the atmosphere.


Bingo nights were suggested. A raffle. This was considered. Raffles could make a lot of money.


‘But what would we raffle?’ asked Edie crossly.


‘A loan of your fur for a week, Edie,’ teased Peter, who was rewarded with a scowl.


The poker club all laughed, Gloria loudest of all.


‘I’ll bid for that,’ said Liam cheerfully. ‘I fancy myself in fur. Is there a hat to go with it? One of those little round furry Russian ones?’ And the club were off giggling again.


A mad idea came into Pearl’s head. Almost before she’d had a chance to try it out properly in her mind to see if it made any sense, she blurted it out. ‘How about a week of fundraising, a festival of fundraising? We can have things on the green and down at the seafront.’


‘Like what?’ asked Adrienne.


‘A sale of work and jumble sale one night,’ Peter suggested. ‘Those of us who paint could sell our canvases. Lord knows our friends and families would be glad not to have to take any more of them.’


There was a ripple of laughter at this. At least eight people in the parish painted. None expertly, but all with great joy. A local course had got them all started, and in fine weather they hauled easels and watercolours along to the sea wall, where they held up thumbs for hours at the sea or at the sugared-almond-coloured houses behind them, and then spent a lot of time sitting down, having a rest with flasks of tea and biscuits.


‘A fashion show,’ said Pearl suddenly. ‘All the local clothes shops could do it. The Seaview Hotel would surely help out. My granddaughters would love to be involved too, I’m sure.’


Everyone knew Coco ran that pretty vintage clothes store and Cassie’s company was in the papers all the time, running this event and that. With them on board, things would be organised, proper.


‘I love the sound of that,’ said Adrienne, her tired face perking up.


The poker wasn’t enough, Pearl knew. Since Adrienne’s daughter had gone off to London for work, she was like half a person, living for calls on Skype, so lonely without her grandkids. Her arthritis didn’t help; it had got so bad she couldn’t while away hours in her gardens, pretending to be busy. There was a hole in all their lives and a bit of chat around her fire once a week wasn’t enough for it.


Edie made a noise like a warthog snorting, and then Gloria said something about how her great-granddaughter wanted to be a model and wasn’t this just the chance to start her off on her great career.


Greta Maguire had a second cousin who had a son who made hats. ‘Mad yokes. None of us would wear them, obviously. They’re all made to look like UFOs or strange square things with feathers on, but sure, they’d be perfect for a fashion show. Strange, you know. That’s what the fashion crowd like.’


‘Let’s make a list, Father Alex,’ said Pearl loudly and, as usual, everyone obeyed and started hunting around in pockets and handbags for bits of paper and pens.


Father Alex beamed with relief. At least he’d have help. There was no way in hell they’d make twenty thousand euros but they could do something, and the principal – Maggie – would get off his back. Pearl really was an amazing woman, no doubt about it.





Later that night, when Edie had been coaxed off in the direction of her own home in her ancient Mercedes, Peter and Pearl lay in her comfortable bed, with Peter twisted to one side as he smoked one of the rare cigarettes he allowed himself.


‘Sorry,’ he said as a plume of smoke drifted over towards Pearl, snug within the covers and her soft white sheets pulled up around shoulders tanned from summer in the garden.


‘It’s all right,’ Pearl said. ‘I don’t mind after all these years. As long as you make the tea afterwards.’


‘Don’t I always?’


Peter turned to her and grinned, his long silver beard glittering in the candlelight.


He’d been marvellous-looking and charismatic in his youth and those looks had transformed into elegance and handsomeness all mixed in with an air of great wisdom as he’d aged.


‘Uncle Peter was a real stunner,’ Coco had said once, looking at old photos of Delaney Gardens from forty years ago when they held picnics on the lawn at midsummer and the Fourth of July, in honour of Peter’s American wife, Loretta.


Still is, Pearl had thought to herself. She’d never told her granddaughters about her and Peter. Not that she was ashamed of it. They’d never so much as exchanged an illicit glance when Loretta was alive, had never for a moment thought of each other that way, but they were people with needs and had both ended up alone. One poker night Peter had stayed to help clean up and had stayed longer than he’d meant to.


It had been years since Pearl had felt a man’s hands on her naked body: Jim’s father, Bernie, was long dead, and raising the two girls kept her too busy to think of finding love again. She’d been in her sixties when Peter had come into her life and they’d had to be careful because of Coco and Cassie. It was easier now she lived alone, and yet her and Peter’s love had been clandestine for so long, they’d thought: why change it? They brought each other joy and comfort.


Peter had no children. Loretta had suffered from some malady inexplicable in the early sixties, and she’d had three late miscarriages until, despite the exhortations from blithe male doctors to ‘Keep trying, pet’, they’d given up. There had been no groups for people denied parenthood then and Loretta had never recovered from the loss of those three tiny babies.


Nobody had ever agreed with Peter that the heart attack that had killed his wife in her early fifties was the result of her poor, broken heart. Except for Pearl.


Slowly, years after they were both on their own, their friendship had turned to love. Love and kindness: the best combination of all, Pearl always reminded herself, feeling so lucky.


‘I feel sorry for poor Father Alex,’ Peter said, cigarette extinguished as he settled himself back into the bed, moving carefully because of his dodgy hip. He spooned his long body around Pearl’s smaller, softer one, and stroked her shoulder gently. ‘He’ll never have this.’


‘I know,’ said Pearl. ‘Crazy. We need all the love we can get.’


Inevitably, her thoughts ran to her granddaughters. Coco had nobody to love in her life. And as for Cassie – Pearl could see that all was not well with that marriage. Yet it wasn’t her place to interfere. She’d probably interfered enough long ago.


‘Will you stay the night?’ she asked Peter.


He didn’t stay often. There were plenty of people up early in Delaney Gardens and not all of them understood the meaning of the word ‘discretion’.


Peter held her to him. He’d catch the moon for Pearl.


‘Of course,’ he murmured.









Six





The second-to-last Sunday in September was Pearl’s seventy-ninth birthday and an outdoor party in Delaney Square was planned, so when Cassie woke at half past six that morning to see the sun peeking in through a gap in the floral curtains in her and Shay’s bedroom, she was delighted.


Pearl loved the sun and Cassie had so many memories of her grandmother sitting in her tiny garden soaking up the rays, knitting up a sweater or peeling apples for fruit pies – never just sitting doing nothing.


Beside her in the bed, Shay lay deeply asleep, one big hand flung out towards her as if reaching for her in a dream. It had been hot the previous night and he’d worn only boxers to bed, so his large, strong body was naked from the waist up, stretched out like a man from an underwear advert.


She’d fallen in love with that body first, she used to tease him. He’d been in the college football team, a ‘jock’, Cassie’s friends had said dreamily, but he’d been smart too: an engineering student determined to do a PhD when he was finished his degree.


Cassie was studying business and their paths wouldn’t have crossed except that Cassie and some friends had gone along to an after-game party and she had found herself being chatted up by the type of tall, muscular guy she’d never normally look at. He was freckled and fair-haired, a strawberry blond with hints of sun-kissed blond streaks. She knew without asking anyone that he’d have a stream of female fans after him.


‘Haven’t seen you at one of these crazy nights before, have I?’ he said, a bruise developing nicely over one eye, remnant of the tough game. He was good-looking, no doubt about it, and knew it, Cassie decided. Guys who knew they were cute should come with health warnings.


‘I like to stay in the library and talk to the geeky guys,’ she’d replied with mock innocence. She might be wearing a pretty conservative student outfit of jeans and a white shirt, but once she’d been a wilder kid, the girl who liked her old studded leather jacket, and she’d had plenty of practice verbal fencing with equally wild boys.


Shay had leaned against the wall, and those eyes, blue with the same amber striation their daughter Beth had inherited, were almost hypnotic. He seemed to see through her with those eyes. ‘I don’t believe you,’ he said. ‘You look all buttoned up on the outside, but inside …’


Cassie had felt a strange leap of inner excitement that neither the nerdy guys nor the wild ones had incited in her. Maybe he wasn’t a dumb jock after all. Maybe he was smart.


‘Inside you’re something else. Want a drink, Library Girl?’


‘Something soft, a lemonade or juice, Jock Boy,’ she teased back. ‘Us Library Girls don’t want men taking advantage of us.’


‘Damn,’ he’d said. ‘You just foiled my evil plan.’


Cassie stood on her tiptoes so she was closer to his ear. He was tall, she wasn’t, and she lowered her voice to a breathy sexiness: ‘We could always … talk.’


And they had. All evening. They’d eventually left the craziness of the party to find somewhere they could share a few slices of pizza and keep talking without being interrupted by someone turning the music up to eardrum-popping levels. After that, they’d been inseparable, and even though Shay had still called her Library Girl, by then he knew Library Girls were anything but boring.


It was a long time since he’d called her that, Cassie reflected. Years?


Having children had been such a wonderful step for them, yet grown-up life, work, and now having his mother permanently on the phone had turned the glorious romance between two students into something else entirely: a relationship held together by different strands, with what felt like all of the original attraction lost somewhere along the way.


Jock Boy had turned into a serious man with weighty work issues in the engineering company where he worked, and as for Library Girl: she seemed like a creature from aeons ago, a figment of Cassie’s imagination.


Shay stirred in his sleep, and briefly Cassie allowed herself to think of how once she’d have woken him up so they could take advantage of this quiet time to make love. She might have wriggled back under the covers and arched herself against him, rubbed her body against his muscular one. He cycled and ran, still keen on keeping in shape, and he still loved the feel of her body. Or at least he used to, she thought with a pang.


The great chasm of loneliness ached in her chest. She felt so unloved.


Why couldn’t Shay understand he was pushing her away by giving all his attention to his mother?


She’d never explained her fear of abandonment but she was sure he understood. She was terrified of being left …


Suddenly, the thought became too frightening and a shiver of fear ran through her.


He could leave her.


Men left, the way mothers left.


Her heart palpitating, she thought of how much she loved Shay. They had two daughters together. Wasn’t that enough?


They’d get through this because only dreadful mothers broke their families up. Mothers who didn’t care who they hurt. Mothers who walked out and never came back.


Imagine a father who’d do the same if he was pushed too hard … No, they’d make it work. They had to.


Her chest tight with both remembered and current pain, Cassie slipped from the bed and quietly went downstairs to make a morning cup of calming herbal tea to bring back to bed.


It was rare to feel so alone in their house. There was always noise, her family pootling around, someone on the phone, the radio blasting loud modern music she never recognised anymore. But this morning she was blissfully alone and she walked in her bare feet along the wooden floors into the peppermint-green kitchen, where Fluffikins lay on the windowsill, luxuriating in the morning sun.


Once a tiny and indeed fluffy white kitten, Fluffikins had been named by Beth when she was nine and had since grown into a giant, grumpy moggy who should, by rights, have been named Lord Albert the Fifty-Sixth or something equally grand from the stately way he progressed around the house, barely deigning to sit on anyone’s lap.


Fluffikins gave Cassie a cool stare and then closed his eyes again.


‘Morning, your lordship,’ Cassie said, but was ignored.


Animals were so simple – what you saw was what you got. There was no subtle subtext. She liked that, although sometimes, when she read about how animals could lower your blood pressure, she wished Fluffikins wasn’t quite so lordly and would occasionally snuggle up to one of them. The person he liked most was Shay, who didn’t like cats. Knowing Fluffikins, this made sense.


‘Can’t we get a dog?’ Shay liked to say plaintively when Fluffikins had settled on his master’s lap, calmly grooming and shedding white fur all over Shay’s sweater.


‘We could get a pug, like Pearl’s Daisy! I love Daisy,’ said Lily joyfully.


‘But who’d walk the pug and take care of it during the day?’ Cassie felt like the voice of doom but someone had to be reasonable around here. Her every nerve was already stretched, although she’d always loved dogs and had adored her Grammy’s velvety-soft little dogs with their huge, happy eyes. Those dogs had helped her through so much. She could remember sitting with Basil and Sybil when her mother left, their shiny black fur pressed against her body as if they could comfort her with pure squishing …


‘You’re up early.’


She jumped, shocked, as two strong arms encircled her as she stood in the kitchen.


‘I thought you were asleep,’ she said, leaning back into her husband instinctively. He’d brushed his teeth before coming downstairs, she realised, and he nuzzled into her neck and shoulders from behind, planting delicate kisses on her skin.


Her body had missed his and she leaned further into him, reaching to grab his forearms and tangle her fingers with his. And then he’d turned her and Cassie was touching his fair head, pulling it down to hers.


It wasn’t only women who needed sex to make them think they were loved, she thought briefly as they kissed, and she felt the tension drain away from her body. They could talk about his mother another time. This was something only they could share; this love could make their marriage strong so there would be no question of anyone leaving.





Edie planned to wear her good cream waffle-print dress, along with the diamond pin that Harry had given her on their twenty-fifth anniversary, to Pearl’s birthday party. Harry might not have been the most faithful of men – not that she’d tell anyone that, especially not her sister – but he’d had wonderful taste in jewellery.


One of Edie’s friends had told her over lunch that she should leave him that time in the early seventies when he’d taken up with the shop girl from the department store. The shop girl wasn’t like the others: she was scheming, Edie’s friend said. Scheming enough to see herself installed in Edie’s house, and to heck with what people said.


‘Why would I leave him?’ Edie had replied, splendid in her favourite lunch outfit, an apple-green Jackie Kennedy-style suit – Jackie had such style – nicely accessorised with her Harry Winston bracelet, product of a holiday where Harry had done a lot of guilt-purchasing.


‘What about your dignity, Edie?’ the friend had cried.


‘My dignity won’t give him permission to live with a little floozy, spending our money and leaving me to wilt at home,’ Edie had snapped back. ‘Women on their own don’t get asked out to the races or parties; they don’t get diamond pins; they don’t go on holidays unless they can hitch up with some widows or spinsters or other deserted women. There’s no life for you if you don’t have a man. No, I’m staying married, thank you very much. Harry will get over this; he always does.’


He had, eventually. Edie had a floor-length sable in her wardrobe from that one. Not that she went out of the house in it much. Pearl said she’d be mugged if she wore it.


‘Robbers will take one look at you, know you’ve a few bob in your handbag, Edie, and you’ll be lying on the ground in a flash, handbag gone, wrist broken, probably, and scared out of your mind. For goodness’ sake, don’t borrow trouble.’


Pearl, unconventional and all as she was, had never been stupid. She had a point. The young pups today who mugged elderly people – well, locking up wasn’t good enough for them. Hard labour or even a go on that island surrounded by mangrove trees – what was it called? – Devil’s Island. Yes, that was the ticket. None of this namby-pamby letting them out on bail to rob another poor person. If Edie was in charge of the criminal justice system, it would all be very different.


She adjusted the diamond pin on her dress. Her diamond drop earrings were too long to go with the pin: one had to be tasteful. The cluster ones would be fine today. Plus somebody had to be properly dressed for this shindig. Pearl wouldn’t be. She wore those flowy cotton things, had her toenails painted deranged colours, and went around in strange sandals.


‘They’re Birkenstocks,’ Pearl had informed her. ‘You’d love them. So comfortable.’


‘Style is not about comfort,’ Edie had informed her in return, determined never to give up her beloved patent shoes with the low but elegant heels. She’d die before she wore anything flat and comfortable.


Of course, she was the only one with standards. Cassie would undoubtedly arrive wearing trousers and a long tunic-style thing over them; while Coco – Edie had a soft spot for Coco – would wear something old and although she’d look marvellous, as Edie kept explaining to her, men were wary of eccentric women and wearing old clothes was certainly eccentric. What that girl needed to do was get a husband and stop with all this career business. She’d had that Red O’Neill on the hook and somehow it had all gone wrong, and now look at him: always in the papers talking about that big business of his.


It wasn’t that Coco wasn’t pretty enough – she was. Took after her mother, actually, with that dark hair, the mischievous dark eyes and the wide, animated mouth. Cassie’s daughters looked quite like her too, except for the eyes: Lily and Beth both had Shay’s eyes. Not that Edie could ever say such a thing about the girls looking like Marguerite. Pearl had banned her from so much as mentioning their mother.


Coco had sex appeal too, or SA as they used to call it in Edie’s day. Not that she seemed aware of it, goodness, no. It was Pearl’s fault, Edie felt. Marguerite, for all her faults, had been sexy too and would have shown her daughters what to do with it, how to use it to get a husband. Cassie, who’d been sexy once, had managed to get the husband but Edie was sure she’d lose him. Cassie wasn’t the practical type who’d be able to let Shay go off on the odd romp, and if she didn’t buck up and start dressing nicely, she’d lose him to some young one for sure. Edie had seen it happen before.


Plenty of women thought their marriage was safe, but men had needs. Edie knew all about men and their needs, she thought darkly as she fingered her diamonds.





Pearl and Daisy were putting the last-minute touches to the flowers. Pearl had always favoured unusual vases, and today she’d found her old, cracked crimson and white Japanese teacups at the back of a cupboard, and was arranging some of the wildflowers Coco had brought from the florist.


Daisy, who liked to be in on the action, sat on the arm of the couch snuffling the flowers with her little black nose while Pearl sat at the dining room table, snipped stem lengths and tied teeny bouquets with string so they wouldn’t fall apart once placed in the cups.


‘Grammy,’ said Coco, coming in with a platter of cakes covered with kitchen paper towels. ‘You’re supposed to be upstairs beautifying yourself. I said I’d do that—’


‘I can do flowers,’ interrupted Fiona, following on Coco’s heels, carefully carrying a much smaller plate. She was dressed for the party in embroidered jeans, a pretty broderie anglaise top and a kaleidoscope of her home-made loom bracelets. Jo had put her daughter’s hair up in a high ponytail, while Coco had supplied a flowery clip from the 1960s.


‘Ms Doherty said I made the May altar look very pretty in school when it was my week to do it. Coco, I think we need more sparkles on the fairy cakes. They’re not sparkly enough. Look.’


Fiona pulled the kitchen towel off her plate, which contained cakes decorated with sparkles, icing dust and multi-coloured sprinkles to within an inch of their lives. Fiona had even added some of the tiny hard silver balls, which looked glorious but nearly always made Pearl fear for her dentures when she mistakenly bit into them.


Pearl and Coco admired the little cakes.


‘I don’t know about you, Coco, but I think they’re sparkly enough and very pretty,’ Pearl said gravely.


Fiona pursed her delicate bow mouth. ‘Mummy said that but Mummy doesn’t understand cakes and sparkles. Not like you, Coco,’ said Fiona innocently.


Pearl grinned as she watched her granddaughter being expertly manipulated by a nine-year-old.


‘Well …’ Entirely hooked, Coco considered it. ‘If you think we need more …’


‘Pearl has a box of sugar flowers in her cupboard,’ Fiona revealed, blinking like a newly born fawn to take away from the fact that she’d been rummaging wildly in Pearl’s cupboards looking for more things to stick on the cakes. ‘They would help.’ There was more fawn blinking.


Pearl reckoned that the sugar flowers were left over from a long-ago baking party with Lily and Beth, so would be as hard as rocks by now. Time for a cupboard clear-out.


‘I’m not sure you can eat those, Fiona, because they’re a bit old, so remember to tell people the flowers are for decoration only, OK, darling?’ she said, and went back to her flowers.


Coco and Fiona headed off with the cakes again and Pearl kept smiling at the thought of her darling granddaughter’s relationship with Fiona. If only Coco would see, really see, how glorious it would be to have her own children, then she might think more about settling down. There was no sign of Coco dating anyone, and the odd date she went on invariably turned into disaster.


‘All the good men are gone,’ Coco would say with an air of good humour, if asked about this.


But Pearl wondered if the problem ran deeper. Was Coco so afraid of being abandoned that she ran away from relationships?


No, Pearl decided. She’d been with Red for a long time. Two years, although it was nearly twice that since he’d left her.


There had to be something else. Perhaps she simply wasn’t meeting the right ones.


Or was it fear of being in a relationship and then, eventually, being a mother?


That thought made Pearl feel weak with misery and guilt all at once.


She’d talk to Jo about it later. Coco’s best friend had always had her head screwed on correctly. If anyone could make Coco see that love was a fundamental part of human happiness, it was Jo. No matter that Jo didn’t have the love of her life in the form of a man – she had it in her precious daughter. She’d want Coco to have that too. A husband, a child, some precious family of her very own.









Seven





‘I am not ticking “bubbly”,’ said Coco fiercely, staring at the ForeverInLove.com website as Jo logged on to it. ‘That’s code for people like me: not too tall but could lose a few pounds – or more than a few pounds.’


‘You don’t need to lose any weight,’ said Jo automatically. ‘And there’s no box for bubbly. A lot of them work by psychometric testing. You answer a whole series of questions and they set you up with a group of guys. You don’t list your vital statistics. This whole dating thing has changed. It’s more scientific, less of the “GSOH, loves hamsters and old movies”. Although they do use photos.’


Yeah, right, huge change there, Coco thought miserably, remembering how fat her calves had looked that morning when she’d put on her favourite swing skirt and had twirled to see it from behind. How had she not noticed this before? Thirty years of living and her ginormous calves had hidden themselves from her, hiding in plain sight. Another flaw.


No, she and her flaws weren’t ready for this.


Using a dating site was asking for trouble. Meeting friends of friends was less complicated – often tricky but not impossible – but strangers, total strangers, on websites looked at photos and read the information looking for clues. Looks were vital, no matter how many psychometric tests you did.


And some sites did make space for ‘describe yourself’. ‘Petite’ was undoubtedly website code for a short, too-rounded piglet who lived entirely on chocolate and wore fifties clothes to hide this fact.


How she regretted that five-minute dating conversation now. Jo had found her at a weak moment at Grammy’s birthday party, when everyone had been happy, and the house and green had been full of merry people, chatting, hugging and being lovely. Under those circumstances, it was easy to think the whole world was just as welcoming. She’d momentarily let her guard down and agreed with Jo that it might be nice to have a man in her life, and Jo had instantly said they had to go online to search for suitable men before Coco changed her mind.


‘It is different for me, kiddo,’ Jo had said. ‘I’ve got Fiona. I don’t think I could fit a man in my life, to be frank. Unless he was brilliant at cooking, because you know how useless I am. I mean, that might work … but really, I’d …’ Jo had paused. They were sitting on the green, enjoying the evening sun beside the fig tree and watching Fiona playing cards with Peter and Pearl, who were being taken to the cleaners.


‘I’d love you to experience motherhood, Coco. It’s incredible. I’ve never said that before because I didn’t want to do the whole you know nothing because you’re not a mother shtick. I hate women who do that. Also, I know how complex a subject parenting is for you because of … you know, your own mother. But it’s incredible.’ Jo’s eyes were misty as she stared at her daughter laughing riotously as she collected up all the Monopoly money she’d won at snap, and Coco had wanted to cry too.


‘It’s love like nothing else, Coco,’ Jo had finished.


‘Yeah, I know,’ Coco mumbled, then managed to say something about getting more sandwiches because there were still some left in the fridge and the party would be winding up soon.


As she ran towards the safety of Pearl’s home, she breathed deeply so she wouldn’t let herself down and cry in front of everyone.


The subject of motherhood was like a flare with a short fuse in her mind. Mothers were not reliable. They never came home. Grammy Pearl had been an incredible substitute but she hadn’t been Coco’s real mother.


She’d gone.


Despite Jo’s interruption all those years ago, Coco could still hear the schoolroom taunts from Paula: ‘She’s a crybaby who made her ma leave.’


Maybe she had. Maybe her mother had been incapable of being a mother and Coco’s birth had pushed her over the edge. Maybe Coco herself had been to blame. Maybe it was genetic. No matter what, Coco couldn’t bear to go down that route. She might be just like her mother and want to run as soon as she’d had her children. She would not subject a child to what she’d gone through.


Cassie had got it out of her system by being a wild child when she was a teenager, but Coco had repressed all the pain until she’d been with Red.


Then it had come out, and look what had happened.


But Jo had kept the subject alive.


‘Let’s look at dating sites,’ she’d said cheerfully on Friday evening when Coco, Jo and Fiona were in Coco’s apartment after having a quick pasta supper, which was something they did every few weeks. Coco was a marvellous cook and Fiona loved going to her quirky apartment two streets away from Delaney Gardens, where the walls were covered with art deco gallery prints Coco had picked up over the years, and the faded amethyst couch was a vast velvet nest of embroidered cushions and squishiness. Fiona was sitting cross-legged on the fluffy violet rug, playing at the low coffee table, and inventing a new hat with an old sunhat and bits and bobs from Coco’s always replenished ‘things to be repaired’ box from the shop.


After a while of registering on one site and looking at pictures of wildly attractive men that had Coco reconsider her point that ‘you can’t choose someone to love from their photo’, they were at the knotty part of agreeing what Coco was really looking for in a man.


‘Let’s see what we can agree on,’ said Jo, looking at the dating website. ‘We’ll think of your dream list and write it down so you can pick guys who fulfil those ideals. Handsome?’


‘Hell, yes. Definitely handsome,’ said Coco wearily, giving in. She might as well give it one last go. Couldn’t hurt – apart from how awful it would be if she and her calves were rejected. And she was lonely, not that she’d admit it to anyone.


‘No, that’s wrong to look for handsome,’ she said suddenly. Here she was worrying over fat calves and yet she was ready to pick a mate based entirely on looks.


‘OK, let’s not look for handsome. Taller than you, though?’


Coco agreed. On the list of prospective male requirements, this one wasn’t hard to achieve. Most men were taller than her. The Seven Dwarfs were taller than her. Coco insisted she was five two, but had embroidered on that last inch. Red had been six foot exactly. He’d been able to lift her up effortlessly. Nobody would ever be able to do that again.


‘You need to be looking for solvent,’ Jo went on. ‘You’ve got to be realistic.’


Coco nodded grudgingly. She’d been out with a few non-solvents over the years when she had dated and it was always expensive. They had the best taste in wine, the most romantic ideas for weekends away, but funds ran out at the most inopportune moments and Coco always had to cough up. Paying for your own flowers/wine/birthday gifts did tend to pall. But, after Red, she hadn’t wanted a career man; she’d wanted someone entirely different from him. Unfortunately, this tended to mean men with no money and less ambition than sloths.


‘You need solvent, Coco. Even half a job,’ Jo said sternly. ‘Apart from Red, you’ve been going for broke men in bands or performance artists living with their mothers and getting rent allowance. You need a guy who doesn’t think jobs are for the little people. Now, you can figure them out pretty quickly on most of the sites – “searching for his passion in life” means he’s failed at ten things and is trying to figure out what number eleven is. Also means you will be footing every bill.’


Coco still hadn’t exhaled after the mention of Red’s name. She hated people even mentioning him. He was handsome, solvent, all the things on every woman’s top-ten list on every dating website, but he’d left her. It had all been his fault.


Besides, it had been a lucky escape, when she thought about it – as she had, endlessly. He’d been too Type A and demanding.


So there would be no more go-getters, no more high-achievers for Coco. They could deliver a killer heart blow in a way that dreamy non-solvents never could.


‘I like artists and musicians,’ Coco began, nose in the air.


Jo gave her a harsh look. ‘That’s playing the romantic card, as if you’re a terrible romantic who’s still looking for Mr Darcy, and we both know he does not exist.’


Jo used to be a romantic until she became pregnant with Fiona, whereupon romance was knocked clean out of her mind with the knotty problem of a boyfriend who had decided this baby lark wasn’t for him as soon as the pregnancy test showed the two blue lines. Fiona’s father apparently now lived in the Philippines with a wife and young family, and had never met his daughter. Coco was listed as Fiona’s guardian because Jo’s family situation was complex.


‘Jane Austen has a lot to answer for,’ Jo remarked, as she had many times before. ‘How many handsome, rich, single men are there out there who own an estate like Pemberley, know how to apologise for a messed-up proposal and save your sister from disaster – tell me that?’


Coco and Jo laughed. ‘If one does exist, he doesn’t need to be on ForeverInLurve dot com,’ Coco said. ‘He’s probably beating women off with a stick.’


The TV was tuned to a children’s channel but both Jo and Coco knew Fi was listening breathlessly to the conversation.


‘A dog,’ said Fiona. ‘He needs a dog. Can you say Coco wants a man with a dog, Mum?’


‘You’re probably right, Fi,’ said Coco humbly. ‘Men who like animals are nice. Do you think that nice vet on Bondi Beach is available?’


‘Sadly, I doubt it,’ Jo said, with genuine regret. ‘Another man who looks as if he needs a stick to keep the women away. Should we say you like opera? Do you think you’d get a more interesting type of guy if he likes opera as well as playing air guitar?’


The women gazed at each other.


‘I like listening to opera,’ conceded Coco. ‘Madame Butterfly makes me cry. But I don’t know if I could sit through a whole one. And I like guys who adore rock music.’


She typed some more.


‘No opera,’ she muttered. ‘Honesty is the best policy.’


‘We have said I’m five two,’ Coco pointed out.


‘We should make you taller. You can wear heels. There’s probably a subsection of men who only like short women. You know, like there are men who only go for bigger girls or women with huge …’ She glanced meaningfully down at Coco’s large breasts.


‘I’ve met all of them,’ Coco said. ‘Those guys only see 38DD.’


‘What’s 38DD?’ asked Fi, on cue.


‘The bus from Blackrock into the city,’ said her mother.


Fiona, nine and a quarter, possessor of the steely mind of a German chancellor, pondered this for a moment. ‘That’s a fib,’ she said.


‘Fiona McGowan, are you accusing me of telling fibs?’ demanded her mother with fake shock.


Fiona giggled. ‘She tells them all the time, Coco. You don’t get sick if you don’t eat green things every day: Louise in school told me. All mums say that and it’s not true. Chocolate cereal is good for you too, and you say it’s not a proper breakfast.’


‘I always feel that the milk’s the healthiest bit,’ agreed Coco, who was secretly very fond of chocolate cereal herself.


‘Milk is really good for you,’ Fiona said, as if that made the whole thing all right. ‘Chocolate milk is a food group, Mum, isn’t it?’


‘We have work to do on our food issues,’ Jo sighed. ‘Tomato ketchup is not a vegetable, by the way, Fi.’


Fiona’s eyes twinkled as she went back to her hat-making. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘But chips are.’


Jo and Coco controlled their laughter and looked at the website again.


‘Right, do you want to do this or not?’ asked Jo.


‘Sign me up,’ Coco said with an air of resignation.





When Jo and Fiona had gone home, Coco double-locked the apartment front door and tidied up the kitchen. Then she sat down on the couch again and flicked through the evening TV schedules to see if there was anything to amuse her for another hour before bed. She used to be keen on social media and had kept up with all her old pals from college, but since Red and the broken engagement she’d stopped and rarely went back on again.


All those months of chatting with people who’d seen her changed status: Engaged! To the most wonderful man in the world!


These giddy words of love were followed by photos of herself and Red doing things that were ultra-ordinary but were gilded with excitement because it was the two of them together, in their glorious bubble of love. They’d walked the pier in Dun Laoghaire, with Red taking pictures of them waltzing around the Victorian bandstand, eating ice creams in the park, hiking up to Mahon Falls on a blissful summer weekend in Waterford, marvelling at the sheer scale of the Giant’s Causeway and how the smooth basalt rocks looked as if a giant had indeed placed them there.


And her favourite photo of all, one she’d never put on Facebook, was of them together in her bed, just a close-up of their faces against the creamy pillows, blissfully happy with love, a sheen on their skin from lovemaking, smiling as Coco held the phone up to capture the sheer power of their happiness.


She’d loved that photo; used to look at it when Red was out of the country on business, phoning from airports and conferences, muttering softly about how much he missed her and what he’d do to her when he got back. When she forgot herself and let the photo get into her head, Coco could still feel her body cuddled up to Red’s long, strong one, his heat against her. He was the only man who’d ever made her feel fragile and pretty; the only man who’d never made her worry about her little pot belly or how curvy her legs were instead of the long slim ones she’d prayed for since she was a teenager.


They’d probably looked ludicrous together, she told herself when it was over: her short, verging on the pocket siren, and him tall and with a broad chest like the heroes in the books her girlfriends used to read in school. Big hands and long, mobile fingers that could do things to her body that made her laugh and gasp all at the same time …


On her couch, TV remote in hand, Coco felt the familiar misery well up in her. She’d never told anyone how it had really ended, not even Cassie, and they were as close as it was possible to be. Some things you couldn’t tell anyone.





She could still see the anger in his face that last day. Red was never angry with her. He cherished her, Pearl used to say, like she was a precious jewel.


‘The way that man looks at you …’ Pearl said happily. ‘He’s a keeper.’


It had been raining, needles of rain that had left the streets puddled with water.


Coco had avoided all Red’s phone calls since the night before.


She’d raced home after the horrible scene in the restaurant, grabbed a few things, and had driven off at high speed to stay with Jo, whom she’d ordered not to let Red in, even if he turned up.


He hadn’t.


He’d phoned. Nine times, nine messages, pleading in eight of them, until he’d ended with one cold message: ‘If you want to talk, I’ll see you tomorrow at one outside Bellamy’s. We can sort this out then. Bye, Coco.’


Not even an ‘I love you, Coco’ like in all the other messages.


Bellamy’s was the city centre restaurant where they’d met, even though they’d grown up only streets from each other.


Coco hadn’t opened the shop that morning because she’d kept crying and having to repair her make-up. But she got to the restaurant on time, wearing Jo’s raincoat, which was too big for her, and a pair of black trousers, also Jo’s, because she felt so fat and ugly, and she thought they might be slimming.


Red was sitting outside at one of the black cast-iron tables, menu ignored in front of him.


‘Why didn’t you wait for me or even listen to me?’ he said instantly, and Coco was astonished to see how angry he was.


He had the most amazing colouring: that dark red hair and the skin that tanned so easily, now darkened with anger.


‘I’m not waiting if that’s how you’re going to talk to me,’ said Coco shakily.


She didn’t move towards him so Red shoved the extra chairs out of his way to join her on the street, the screeching of cast-iron chairs alarming the two women sitting at the next table dithering over what to have for lunch.


‘You have to trust me, and if you can’t, Coco, what sort of future do we have?’ he said. ‘I can’t believe you’d rush off like that. As if I’d hurt you like that, as if I’d cheat on you …’ He stopped, as if he couldn’t manage to say anything else because the notion of his cheating was so incomprehensible.


But Coco had seen him with the other woman. That was her proof.


‘But I saw you! I saw you with her. She’s everything I’m not. How do I know she’s not what you want all along?’


The other woman had been tall, Bikram-yoga-lean, with well-behaved long blonde hair: the exact opposite of Coco. She surely was a model, even if Red had said she was someone he’d been asked to get a job for, and that night she’d looked like the sort of suited-and-spike-heel-booted woman who never needed to diet, never worried if her bum looked big in anything. The sort of woman who could take another woman’s man away from her.


‘I told you what happened,’ Red said fiercely. ‘I would never cheat on you, Coco. How can you not believe me?’


His hair was spiked up from his running his fingers through it and the rich mahogany red that had given him his nickname when he was a kid was darker now, the colour of beech leaves.


His voice was hard. ‘You either believe me, Coco, or you don’t.’


It had started to rain again then, a crazy monsoon-like autumn downpour, and still they had stood there, the rain making Coco’s borrowed coat cling to her and turning Red’s navy business suit to black.


‘I need you to believe me, Coco. Hell, we’re getting married in a month.’


‘I don’t believe you,’ she said in a whisper.


How could she? She’d seen what she had seen.


She tried to wriggle the antique ring off her finger. They’d bought it in Gray’s, the lovely family-run shop in Johnson’s Court off Grafton Street. It was an art deco-inspired square Ceylon sapphire of the palest blue in a princess cut surrounded by eight little diamonds. It felt tight so she had to pull, while Red watched her stone-faced.


‘I don’t want it,’ he said grimly.


Finally she wrenched the ring off and she reached out to hand it to him. He didn’t move.


‘I don’t want it,’ he said, his face harder than she thought it could ever be. ‘Don’t you hear anything I say? You don’t hear that I love you. You don’t hear that I’d never ever cheat on you.’


She dropped it at his feet, tears and rain combining as they ran down her face.


‘I don’t want it either. Give it to her.’


She turned and ran, blindly at first, because in her grief she wasn’t sure where she was anymore. When she reached the corner she looked back and he was standing there like a statue, as if he hadn’t moved or even picked up the ring.





Four years ago. Four years and she could still remember it as if it was yesterday. Coco rubbed away her tears with the sleeve of her beloved pink and moss-green Fair Isle cardigan and flicked the TV remote until she found the grisliest crime show she could bear.


That’s why she liked crime shows on TV: the bad people got caught and punished no matter what. In a crazy world, at least you could rely on that.









Eight





On Saturday morning, on a small hill farm in Wicklow, Phoebe McLoughlin surveyed the duck house and sighed. Giorgio, number one duck and the chattiest of the bunch, stood beside her.


‘It’s not your fault, Giorgio, I know,’ Phoebe told him. ‘Toilet training isn’t in your genetic code.’


Giorgio made his gentle murmur. He didn’t quack like the other ten ducks. He had an entire selection of noises and this one was his version of: Sorry, nothing I can do about it, Phoebe.


‘You know you can’t come in with me when I’m cleaning your house,’ Phoebe told him kindly.


Giorgio protested and gazed up at her.


‘No, really, you might be flattened. You know what I’m like when I’m going hell for leather. Go off, find Rocha and de-slug the garden. It rained so much last night, there must be a million slugs and snails in the lilies.’


She shoved the cap down on her head and bent enough to enter the duck house, a small stone-built shed with a galvanised roof. The ducks had low comfortable nests made of hay and the floor was scattered with fresh hay once a week. First, Phoebe had to clean it out, of course, which meant shovelling out the droppings, washing the whole place down and cleaning the nesting boxes. Her favourite part of the entire event was when it was over for another week.


Sighing, she began shovelling, doing her best to ignore the smell and send her mind off to where she liked to go when she had to clean out all the animal sheds: into the world of fashion.


Today’s daydream involved a phone call to her fabulous studio in … Phoebe’s shovel caught on the old sticking-up bit of stone floor. Caught her out every time.


In Paris, yes. Not that she’d been to Paris, but she’d read so much about it, had seen films about it, although she wasn’t sure that the Matt Damon one where he was an amnesiac assassin would be much help in that it showed a lot of the actual city but none of the glorious women with Gallic chic and amazing heels. Phoebe was no good with heels herself. It was the wellington boots, she thought grimly, shovelling more duck shit. Your average nineteen-year-old girl got to practise in heels but she spent much of her life in either the old clogs her mother used to wear or in wellies. Farm life in Dromolach, a small town in the Wicklow Hills, didn’t mean either the money or the opportunity for Manolo Blahniks.


But no point dwelling on the negatives. Paris …


Yes, Miss Gaga, Phoebe would be delighted to design a dress for you. She won’t work in meat, though. She’s a vegetarian. Her closest friends are cows, ducks and chickens, you know. Silk crêpe de Chine and Vionnet bias cut is more her style … She’s working on a series of designs inspired by Russian Orthodox iconography. You’d like that? Oh yes? Phoebe will start working on the gown straight away …


The duck shed took her forty-five minutes because she was doing a thorough job. She wouldn’t be home again for two weeks and Ma wouldn’t have time to do it. There was no way she and the kids were going to suffer because Phoebe was going to college in the city. If she had to get the bus home every weekend, then so be it. The city lights would have to burn brightly without Phoebe McLoughlin. The McLoughlin clan stuck together – had done ever since Dad had died.


A gentle and inquiring clucking at the door made Phoebe rub her eyes and look up.


‘Donna, pet, what’s wrong?’


If Giorgio was her favourite duck, Donna Karan was her most beloved hen. Half Silkie, half Rhode Island Red, she looked like a child’s auburn knitted pompom brought to life. Sweet, wildly bossed over by the other hens, and entirely Phoebe’s pet, Donna liked to follow Phoebe around as she did her chores.


‘Did you get thrown out of the henhouse?’


Donna clucked mournfully.


‘Honestly, girl, what are you going to do when you don’t have me to stand up for you?’ Phoebe said. She bent to stroke Donna, who cooed happily. ‘Things are going to be different and if you let the girls boss you, you’ll be miserable. I won’t be here, you know …’


Donna did a few more mournful clucks and began poking around on the floor for something edible. ‘You’ll be fine,’ Phoebe informed her firmly. ‘Everyone will be fine without me. I’ll be home in ten days and then every weekend. You won’t know I’m gone.’





‘You won’t know I’m gone,’ Phoebe said to her family as she stood, rucksack on one shoulder and her cross body messenger bag weighing her down in the kitchen the next day – leaving day. September wild flowers that her little sister, Mary-Kate, had collected for Phoebe’s special going-away dinner still sat on the scrubbed wooden table, and Prince, the sheepdog, lay under the table with his nose burrowed in his paws, canine senses registering off-the-scale human misery.


Nobody was to come to the bus station with Phoebe.


‘Tommy Joe will drive me,’ she’d said briskly, as if briskness would ward off any tears. ‘He’ll be glad of the business now the tourists are nearly gone.’


Phoebe wasn’t sure whose tears she was trying to ward off: hers or everyone else’s.


‘Mind yourself, Mary-Kate, and look after Donna for me, will you? Check her every day when you collect the eggs. She’s still getting pecked sometimes.’


Mary-Kate lifted the freckled chin that was so like her older sister’s and nodded. Her eyes, the same colour as the autumn beech leaves, were wet with tears.


‘I’ll install close circuit TV while you’re gone,’ she said with a hint of her usual sparkiness. ‘Hen TV. For those nights when there’s nothing else on the box.’


Phoebe bit her lip. ‘Brilliant idea. Don’t know why I didn’t think of it, MK,’ she said, wondering if she’d been as brave and funny at sixteen. ‘You could do that for the Young Scientist competition.’


‘Nah,’ said Ethan – fourteen, gangly and wearing the precious Man United football shirt that was too big for him. ‘She’s doing nuclear fusion. Or cooking, as she calls it.’


Mary-Kate managed a quick punch on the arm before Ethan bounced away, grinning.


‘Obviously no killing each other when I’m gone,’ Phoebe said. ‘Killing can only happen when I’m here to referee.’


Everyone held their breath. She wouldn’t be back for two weeks. Phoebe had never been away that long before, even when she’d gone to Dublin to show her portfolio to the fashion college. That had been two days and two nights and it had seemed to last forever.


Her being gone for two weeks didn’t seem right. The McLoughlin family were closer than a foursome of Siamese twins – everyone said so. They had been since the accident had taken Dan McLoughlin. The whole family never fought, always looking out for each other.


‘You’re in charge of the ducks, Ethan,’ Phoebe told her brother, moving on swiftly.


Ethan sniffed.


‘And Prince,’ Phoebe went on. ‘You’re in charge of dog food and his water bowl.’


None of this was entirely necessary because Ethan loved the sheepdog more than anyone else in the family and would have Prince sleeping in his bed, if possible. Phoebe and her mother had decided that Ethan needed to feel he was looking after someone else, and making it official that he was Prince-Minder-in-Chief was part of this plan.


‘Give him more than the ducks, Phoebs,’ Mum had said. ‘He doesn’t love the ducks the way you do. Let’s put him in charge of Prince.’


Phoebe had smiled. That was classic Mum; rearing three children single-handedly had taught her skills that would put Dr Phil to shame.


‘You’re guilty about leaving us and you shouldn’t be,’ Mum went on. ‘I lean on you too much. It’s my fault.’


Phoebe hugged her mother. She was taller now, even though Kate McLoughlin was a tall woman. Phoebe was nearly six feet in her socks and she prayed she stopped growing soon or she’d get into the Guinness Book of Records for something other than being the most successful fashion designer ever.


‘It’s not your fault. You don’t lean on me,’ lied Phoebe. ‘I wouldn’t be going if it wasn’t for you.’


She wouldn’t have applied to the design college if her mother hadn’t insisted.


‘You all need me,’ she’d argued. ‘Lots of people go into fashion without qualifications. I can do it over the internet and work on my pattern cutting here. I can do it—’


‘Not you, Phoebe,’ her mother said. ‘What would your dad think if he looked down now and saw me stopping you from fulfilling your potential? He’d think I’d failed, that’s what.’


Kate was flushed from playing her ace. Now she only talked about their dad on birthdays and at Christmas. Three and a half years ago, when he’d died after a tractor accident, she’d talked about him all the time.


‘Your dad would want us to get on and be happy,’ she’d say determinedly, not realising they could all see the tears about to leak down her face. Kate McLoughlin had worked hard to talk about her husband. Kids did better when they were able to face their grief, not hide it away from a distraught parent. No matter how much it hurt her, she made sure their father was still alive in their hearts even if he wasn’t there physically.


‘He’d never think you failed us, Mum,’ Phoebe said now, knowing she was beaten.





Tommy Joe’s taxi smelled strongly of car freshener in a scent that was allegedly pine. Having grown up with woods surrounding her home, the little green smelly Christmas tree hanging from the mirror smelled like nothing coniferous Phoebe had ever encountered.


‘Off to the big smoke,’ said Tommy Joe congenially, as he rattled the old Cortina at breakneck speed down the mountain lanes. ‘You’re back at the weekends, though, your mother says. Ah sure, they’ll be lost without you.’


‘They’ll be grand,’ said Phoebe, determined to stop her lip quivering. ‘They won’t know I’m gone.’


‘Well, if the snow comes, you won’t be able to get through the Sally Gap and you’ll have to stay in town,’ Tommy Joe went on. ‘It’s great living on the mountain until the bad weather comes in. Remember when that Sky television team got stuck up the mountain with their big jeep and they had to be rescued? When it snows up here, Phoebe, nothing gets through. A tractor, now …’ Tommy Joe added thoughtfully. ‘That would be your only man, but you might lose it in a ditch and then where would you be?’


Phoebe turned up the radio, tuned as ever to something country. A man with a soulful voice was singing about how his heart was broken and it would never be fixed again.


‘Now that’s a man who can sing,’ said Tommy Joe with satisfaction and all conversation stopped. It never occurred to him that his passenger’s father had died in a tractor accident.


Phoebe kept staring out the window but she wasn’t seeing anything anymore. If she reached into her bag for a tissue, Tommy Joe might notice. They had enough time for the journey to the train station for the tears to have dried on her face.





‘You don’t have much stuff, do you?’


The landlady, a stout woman in a housecoat who said her name was Mrs Costello, stared suspiciously at Phoebe’s rucksack and the cross body messenger bag. ‘I hope you won’t be skipping out without paying the rent?’


‘No,’ said Phoebe, trying to be upbeat with only a chocolate bar, a muffin and a strong coffee inside her. Her tears from earlier were gone. Here, in a small, dingy house in Delaney Gardens, was her new home, and just because Mrs Costello had clearly had bad experiences before with students didn’t mean that they should get off to a bad start.


Mrs Costello’s son, a fellow student, had shown Phoebe around the bedsit the first time in June when she’d snapped it up – despite the general air of decrepitude and the loud gurgling of the water heater in the corner.


‘Bedsits are going like flies,’ he’d informed her.


And Phoebe, who read the papers and knew that September was like the first day of the sales when it came to rented accommodation for students, had put a deposit down even though bedsit number four was hardly a palace. The clincher for her was the location: Delaney Gardens was about ten minutes’ walk from Larkin College of Art and Design, and the square itself was like a little oasis of country flowers in the middle of the city, which had made Phoebe sigh with pleasure.


The square was made up of small two-storey workers’ houses dating from the 1930s, she reckoned, with long front and back gardens and all manner of fascinating plants and shrubs. Across from this house there was a home painted an almost peppermint green with the crimson of Virginia Creeper clustering around its walls; another with cerulean windowpanes and what looked like a Venus de Milo dressed languidly in moss staring out at the central garden area, where shrubs and plants were abundant. Phoebe was sure that was a fig tree in the centre of the handkerchief-sized green. She’d never had fresh figs, never seen them grown, and couldn’t imagine they would in Ireland. Surely they were for tropical countries? But her father could have grown them: her father had had green fingers.


She dragged her gaze from the window to listen to her new landlady, who was explaining the rules, of which there were many. No men friends over. Nobody staying over at night. No parties.


Phoebe looked at the small room, where there was just enough space for a tiny old two-seater couch, a defiantly single bed, a kitchenette and an afterthought of a shower room with a toilet, all of which was jammed into a corner and cobbled together with cheap wood. The bathroom was the other bonus for her: privacy.


‘No parties, right,’ she said gravely to Mrs Costello.


It was a squeeze with the two of them in there. Phoebe was sure that if more than three people were gathered in the room, the fire brigade would have to cut one of them out.


Perhaps she might meet a troupe of acrobats and have parties with them draped in odd positions on the curtain rails. Otherwise, she was destined to sit here alone.


‘Hmm,’ said Mrs Costello, giving Phoebe the sort of look practised by suspicious customs officials scenting blocks of cocaine in people’s suitcases. ‘See you do understand,’ she said. ‘There’s no house phone,’ she went on. ‘You all have those mobiles now. Used to cost me a fortune in the old days and the phone in the hall never stopped. Nurses …’ Mrs Costello’s face went red. ‘Nurses were the worst. Always organising parties.’


Phoebe thought she might possibly giggle at this point. One of her best school friends, Carla, was in nursing training college. Carla had lost half a stone in her first year from sheer exhaustion, was shattered every night and wanted to know why the entire population believed that young nurses were wild, untethered creatures who needed to dance all night, every night.


‘When evening comes, all I have the energy for is sleep!’ Carla said crossly.


Phoebe looked once more out the window at the square towards the pretty houses on the other side. ‘It’s so beautiful here,’ she said, trying to drag the conversation back to something less contentious.


‘Humph,’ said Mrs Costello, following her gaze. ‘Some foreigners moved in last year. Not that they’re noisy yet but you don’t know when it’ll start. Gloria O’Brien lives in that house. Her husband’s gone gaga, in a home. And that’s Pearl Keneally’s house over there. Always a crowd in there on a Thursday,’ she added grimly. ‘Playing poker, I hear.’


‘That sounds like fun,’ said Phoebe. She could remember many evenings at home with her father teaching her the card games he’d learned as a kid in County Clare: twenty-five; its more complex cousin, forty-fives; pontoon; and gin rummy. In the remote countryside where he’d been brought up, his mother had cycled off on her bike many a night to different houses, where they’d play for hours to win a goose or a duck.


‘There’s a washer and dryer in the utility room. Coin-operated,’ Mrs Costello continued, taking a look at Phoebe’s very plain outfit. ‘What did you say you were studying?’


‘Fashion.’


‘You wouldn’t know it,’ were Mrs Costello’s final words as she departed, with a last look at the bedsit as if she were leaving a room of valuable antiques and sets of Sevres china to a couple of bulls.


Phoebe giggled to herself as the door shut loudly behind her and began to unpack. She wasn’t sure what she could do to make bedsit number four, painted a bilious green, look homely, but she’d try.


Once she’d unpacked and laid her possessions out in the bedsit to make it feel more like her own place, Phoebe stared, as she had so many times before, at her wardrobe. In Wicklow, living in a farm in the hills, there had not been much call for high fashion. Even though Phoebe had lived and dreamed clothes since she was nine, had collected Vogue with her pocket money, and had fantasies about cutting exquisite garments and draping them straight on to model’s bodies, her own wardrobe was somehow less than fashionista. Tall, strong girls looked ridiculous in modern cream tulle with a felted bodice: the outfit Phoebe was sure had finally won her a place in the prestigious Larkin College of Art and Design.


Phoebe had made the outfit for Lizette, a platinum-haired hairdresser from the village, and she’d modelled it for the photos. But Lizzy was small and slender-boned, while Phoebe had no slender bones anywhere and had been a star netball player all during school. Finding jeans to fit her long legs was a nightmare. The best thing she’d ever made for herself was a heavy wool coat, slightly eighteenth century in design with a long, sweeping tail to it, but since then she’d been too busy with school, the farm and her portfolio to make much else.


She’d been trying to make a new wardrobe for herself since she’d heard she’d got the place in Larkin in June, but there was so rarely any time. The sheep needed to be taken care of, the hens and ducks needed to be fed and their houses cleaned out. Phoebe had her part-time job at The Anvil, the nearest pub where farmers went for their few pints, and where a complicated system of designated drivers had been set up to cope with the drink-driving laws. Not that everyone went along with it.


Due to her height, Phoebe was considered a good woman for taking the keys off recalcitrant men who’d decided that imbibing six pints meant they were perfectly fine to drive the pick-up truck home that night.


‘You’ll thank me in the morning,’ Phoebe used to say, and earned herself a few extra quid in her pay packet and a smile from the owner, a small woman who could pull a great pint but was no good when it came to playing car-key tag with drunk customers.


The job meant she had the money for her college fees, her books and her rent in Mrs Costello’s dream bedsit, but she’d have to get work in Dublin too or she’d never cope.


No time like the present to start looking, Phoebe thought, mustering up her courage. She walked quietly downstairs and was sure she heard a door in Mrs Costello’s apartments open. At least there was no need for an alarm system, she told herself. Mrs Costello would have any burglar whacked over the head with a frying pan before he’d got so much as a leg over a window frame.


She’ll grow on me, Mum, Phoebe thought to herself, deciding that dictating a letter to her mother would help her cope with the loneliness.


All her life she’d been part of a family, with people and animals. Now she was alone and it was the one part of this giant adventure she was terrified of. No Mum, no Mary-Kate, no Ethan, no Prince, no beloved farm animals.


She was so used to talking to the farm birds that perhaps talking to herself was the answer.


The square is not quite a square, Mam – more a rectangle – but you wouldn’t believe the plants here. All sorts of things and a fig tree … I’m not sure if I’m allowed into the garden but oh, a man with a terrier has just gone in, so I must be.


The man and the dog were both old and they did a slow perambulation of the tiny park, with the dog lifting his leg on a few bushes, before both shuffled off again.


Phoebe smiled at the man, who smiled back, and she felt more human to have smiled at another person. Not everyone around here could be as standoffish and suspicious as Mrs Costello.


But perhaps it wasn’t really her landlady’s fault, Phoebe tried to think charitably. Maybe poor Mrs Costello had been overrun by mad tenants who’d graffitied the house with spray paint, phoned Mars on the house telephone, and blocked all the toilets before scarpering without paying their rent? Who knew?


Phoebe looked wistfully over at the pretty house with the cerulean blue windowsills and the riotous garden and wished they’d been looking for tenants and not Mrs Costello. She liked the look of the upstairs room, which faced the square and had the branches of a beech tree tapping lazily against it. But she was in Mrs Costello’s, and if Dad’s death had taught her anything, it was that there was no point in wishing for what wasn’t true.


Think the best of people, Mam liked to say.


I will, Mam.





Twice a week after Mass, Antoinette and her girlfriends went for coffee.


‘No point going every day; it wouldn’t be special,’ Dilys said. Dilys was the oldest, the mammy of the group, and was celebrating because she was driving again since she’d had her second hip replaced.


‘I am the Six Million Dollar Woman,’ she liked to joke. ‘They have rebuilt me!’


She still had the walker because the left hip wasn’t totally healed, plus she liked the walker because it got her to the front of the queue in sales.


‘Nobody can afford to go for coffee every day,’ said Josette, who was the youngest at fifty-nine, and was addicted to clothes shopping.


Antoinette, who was sixty-four and felt every one of those years despite her determination to hold on to her looks, loved their coffee mornings.


Sometimes they went to the coffee shop beside the church, and other times they went to the big shopping centre where Josette and Dilys could indulge in their fierce passion for shopping, albeit different types. Dilys was a bits-’n’-bobs shopper, ever searching for the best deal: the cheapest and yet most expensive-looking toilet roll holder; the new tights that kept you warm or cold, whichever your body needed; any number of tchotchkes that might cheer up her already wildly cheered-up house.


‘I hate those hoarder shows,’ she sometimes said mournfully. ‘They make me feel like I’m one step away from being buried alive by stuff. I have to stop buying things. I mean, imagine years from now and I’m stuck in the house without room to move, suffocated by cushions, nice floral storage boxes I never use or blasted china pigs.’


She liked collecting pigs.


‘I think my mother started me off,’ she said, ‘but it could have been Nana Reilly. With the knitting, you know. Great knitter, she was. I have an old pig she knitted for me when I was a child, so that could have been it. But now I see them and I have to have them. This feeling comes over me and it’s no use, my self-restraint goes out the window and I’m at the till in five seconds.’


Dilys’ house, quiet now that the kids were grown and Bob had died, was a shrine to pigs in every form: embroidered tablecloths with piglet faces; china ornaments in every porcine design; pink, satin-edged hand towels with piglets embroidered on them; mugs that oinked when you picked them up.


‘I beg of you, don’t get me anything with a pig on it,’ she’d say at Christmas and her birthday. And then they’d be out for a day, would wander into a shop and Dilys would shriek at the sight of a pen with a plastic pig hanging off the end, or a handbag hook with a piglet painted on it.


‘It’s a bargain! I know I shouldn’t but …’


Josette was more of a clothes bargain sort of woman. Show her a blouse with a button missing on the sale rail, and she was in heaven.


‘I’m sure I have a button like those in my button box!’ she’d say delightedly, and both Dilys and Antoinette wouldn’t dream of pointing out that anaemic peach wasn’t her colour and that they’d yet to see her wear the last blouse she’d bought that only needed a button to finish it off.


Antoinette didn’t shop much on those days out. She liked younger boutiques than her two friends, whereas they seemed content to settle into what Antoinette called old-ladyness with acrylic cardigans and flat, lumpy shoes that she couldn’t have borne to wear. She might feel old sometimes – certainly she did since Arthur died – but she didn’t want to look old. Old wasn’t beautiful, old wasn’t pretty, and Antoinette had always been pretty.


She often wanted to say, to Josette in particular, ‘Stop with the flat shoes!’ But she said nothing.


Instead, she got her hair highlighted at a salon filled with young, trendy girls and boys who had asymmetric cuts, odd earrings and fluffed up her hair with expensive product, saying things like: ‘This is young and trendy, Antoinette, and very modern.’


Antoinette wore slim jeans, watched her weight and saw no need to look old, no matter that she had to use a special jar-opener thing in the kitchen because of how stiff her hands got. She had nicer clothes than her daughter-in-law, she thought with some pride. Really, Cassie hadn’t a clue. If Cassie wasn’t so pretty – and she was, Antoinette knew, with a hint of the jealously she was ashamed of – she’d look like a man with those boring suit jackets and trousers she always wore.


Cassie was one of those capable women: the sort who could change a plug as easily as wash the car. Men hated that in a woman, Antoinette felt. Arthur had loved her femininity and the fact that she’d needed him so much.


This reliance on each other had formed the bedrock of their marriage: Arthur Reynolds had a beautiful, ladylike wife who wouldn’t put a pearly-polished fingernail on a screwdriver if you paid her to; and Antoinette had a big, strong husband who treated her like a princess and brought her flowers home every Friday night. Glorious red tulips for true love; richly scented blue hyacinths for constancy; and flowering jasmine for sweet love.


‘Did you get the washing machine sorted?’ Dilys asked her as they stopped for the inevitable second cup of tea and cakes – chocolate rice cakes for Antoinette, who was careful with carbs.


‘Shay came round to sort it out,’ said Antoinette. ‘Had it fixed in no time.’


She was busy pouring her tea and didn’t see the searching look that passed between her two friends.


‘Shay? When was that?’ asked Josette conversationally.


‘After work. I phoned and he dropped on his way home.’


‘Not easy to drop into this side of the city when you live and work on the other side,’ Josette went on.


‘I don’t know anything about washing machines,’ Antoinette said airily. ‘That’s a man thing, isn’t it? Besides, that’s something I have to talk to you about,’ she added happily. ‘It’s a plan Shay has for me to move over with them. You know, sell my place so he and Cassie can buy a bigger house and I can have my own place attached. Not a granny flat, though – definitely not.’ She laughed as if that notion was entirely ridiculous. Antoinette Reynolds was not a granny sort of person, even though she had three grandchildren. ‘But close to Shay so I have someone to do all those difficult things.’ She beamed at her friends. ‘Solves lots of problems in one fell swoop, except how I’m going to get to see you pair all the time. I wouldn’t be up to driving over here …’


‘Why not?’ demanded Josette, who had an old Mini and drove it like she was about to go on to the grand prix track at Monaco, waving merrily at anyone she cut across and blowing kisses if anyone honked their horn at her.


‘It’s a long way,’ said Antoinette.


‘That’s not the point,’ Josette said, vexed. ‘You drive a Micra, Antoinette – it’s not as if you’ll be manhandling a ten-tonne truck over the East-Link bridge. And besides –’ Josette was warming to her theme now – ‘you have your life here in Clontarf. What do you want to be ending all that for to live with Shay and Cassie? Who came up with that notion?’


‘I did,’ admitted Antoinette. ‘It makes perfect sense.’


‘Ah now, Antoinette,’ said Dilys, ‘would you have liked your mother or your mother-in-law moving in with you when you were married?’


‘My mother never had a chance,’ Antoinette said, stung. ‘Poor woman died in her fifties. I’m only seven years older than her, you know. I have to take care of myself. A woman needs her family around her.’


‘Quick, Dilys, phone the undertaker,’ teased Josette. ‘If you’re about to drop dead, what about poor Dilys here, with her dodgy arteries and her metal hips that set off airport scanners at fifty paces? You don’t see her desperate to move in with her family to look after her, do you?’


‘Heaven forbid! I’d kill my Lorraine if we had to live together,’ admitted Dilys, speaking of her eldest daughter. ‘But even if she was a saint, I wouldn’t move in with her. Roots and wings, girls: that’s what we give our children. Not us turning up with incontinence pads and all our misery. Besides, you’re only sixty-four, Antoinette. When I was your age, I was still going to the Argentine tango nights. I’d be going now if it wasn’t for my second hip not being totally healed yet. Hard for Vincenzo to twirl me on one leg, under the circumstances.’


‘I’m not you, Dilys,’ Antoinette said stiffly. She’d never been a dancer: the one ladylike thing she’d never quite mastered. ‘I’m hardly moving in with incontinence pads. It’s just that I need family close to me. I need Shay.’


They all sat in silence, the noise of the café going on around them.


In the end, Dilys signalled to Josette that she, through virtue of age, would be the one to say it.


‘Is this great plan fair to Shay, or Cassie, or your grandkids?’ asked Dilys. ‘Antoinette, you’re the youngest of us in so many ways – the clothes, how you look after yourself, even those blasted rice cakes.’ She gestured to the plate with its remains of dark chocolate and a few scraps that resembled polystyrene, as far as Dilys could tell. ‘You’re the last one to be behaving like you’re the dowager and need taking care of …’


‘What’s wrong with wanting to have my son be around for me?’ demanded Antoinette, going red under her layers of Estée Lauder. ‘I brought him up and, now his father’s dead, I am due something!’


‘Listen, love, the day we say our kids owe us something, we’re in trouble,’ Dilys replied. ‘You had your life and they have theirs. Don’t forget that. You could simply move closer to the girls. They’re both only down the road, so you’d be close to us too. What do they have to say about this plan?’


At this mention of Ruth and Miriam, Antoinette’s face tautened.


Ruth was spectacularly annoying when Antoinette phoned about problems in the house.


‘Get a man in to fix it,’ was always her answer. The subtext being: Don’t bother me with this rubbish, Ma.


Miriam was so tied up with her son and husband, some school rota she was involved in for study carpooling and a charity sports thing she’d started organising, you’d swear she was running a giant social media corporation. She never had time to listen. That was what was lovely about Shay – he made time to listen.
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