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          Nadine

        

      

    

    
      A glimpse. That’s all it takes. One glimpse as she steps from the taxi and I’m back there again, on the edge of a blade, waiting for the relief of another searing cut. I watch her go, her confident stride in tune with the sway of her pert behind. Karin Moylan is more beautiful than I remember, still the petite, hourglass figure, the dainty Cinderella feet. A scar from my teens opening on the turn of a heel. No time for hesitation. I ease back into my car and take refuge. What a coward I am. To hide from my past instead of confronting it with a nonchalant nod, a casual greeting, a polite enquiry about her mother’s health… no… that’s not possible. I watch as she enters the airport. The automatic doors open and close behind her. Able to breathe again, I turn my face towards Jake when he taps on the window to say goodbye. I slide the glass down. He leans forward to kiss me. His lips touch mine, a fleeting caress.

      ‘Ring you when I get to New York,’ he says.

      ‘Have a safe flight.’ My hands tighten on the steering wheel, my foot impatient on the accelerator as an authoritative voice on the public address system warns about the penalties of lingering overlong in the drop-off zone.

      Jake grips his overnight case, his briefcase in his other hand. Years of experience have taught him to travel light. He follows in her footsteps and turns to wave at the entrance to Departures.

      It’s been raining all morning and the windscreen wipers swish briskly as I drive towards the Eastside Business Quarter. Did she see me when her taxi veered past my car and parked further along the drop-off zone? Her scarf fluttered like wings over her shoulders. I’d forgotten how she always favoured blue plumage. Would Jake notice her among the crowd of passengers surging through Departures? Would he recognise her if he did? I fight back panic, shake my head. Too many years have passed since that summer in Monsheelagh, and their time together was fleeting.

      I could ring Jenny when I reach the office but she’s probably asleep. The eight-hour time difference between here and Vancouver spoils any chance of an impulsive conversation. I’ll ring her later this evening when I’m calmer.

      Shock recedes. It has no place else to go as my day gathers momentum. With Jake away we’re one down in Tõnality, the company we run together, and most of my morning is spent tracking a lost consignment of mandolins that was supposed to be en route to us from China. The lost mandolins are traced and rerouted back to us via Rotterdam. I work throughout the afternoon on a new marketing strategy for the STRUM brand. The business park is empty by the time I set the security alarm and close the shutters. No one hangs around here in the evenings. It’s too soulless, too uniform with its cube-like buildings and parallel roads. Jake calls it a battery coop, a place to labour and leave when the day is done.

      The silence of the empty house bears down on me when I open the front door. I should eat something; rustle up a pasta, grill a steak. In the end I scramble eggs and toast bread. The kitchen glistens, chrome and granite, honey-toned wood. Four years ago, when we moved here from our modest three-bedroom house on Oakdale Terrace, I joked with Jake that we’d need a skateboard to work this kitchen. I’ve become accustomed to my spacious surroundings, but now, with everyone gone, the atmosphere feels different, filled with unresolved issues. The weight of lives lived separately within its walls.

      My footsteps seem unnaturally loud as I walk across the marble tiles. A pair of shoes that Jake decided against bringing to New York lie in the hall. I carry them upstairs to our bedroom and place them on the shoe rack. The bed is as tossed as we left it this morning, our pillows still dented. I kick off my high heels and lace up my trainers, change into a tracksuit. A run will pound her out of my head.

      Could I have imagined her? I’ve done so in the past, glimpsed a swirl of blonde hair and found myself staring into the blank, blue gaze of a stranger. This woman’s hair was short, sculpted to her scalp. Perhaps I was mistaken, hassled by traffic jams and having to drop Jake off at the airport. But why that sudden shocked recognition? My skin lifting as if electrified by memory? No, I was not mistaken.

      The gates of Bartizan Downs slowly slide apart. I turn right and drive towards Malahide. The village is quiet, apart from a trickle of people emerging from the railway station and a few smokers standing outside Duffy’s pub. I turn down Old Street and head towards the estuary shore where strollers, joggers and dog walkers come in the evening to close off their day. I love this place, with its shrieking seagulls and stately swans. The rain has stopped but the clouds are heavy with the threat of more to follow. It will be dark soon. Already, Sea Aster is invisible on the opposite shore. I lived there with Jake when we were first married. Gentle Rosanna with her camera and binoculars gave us succour when we were desperate. Does her ghost hover over the old house, trapped by the threads of memory? Three months since her death. All that wonderful bird knowledge ebbing away on her last breath. It was her time to go but I still feel the raw grief of her passing. The house belongs to Eleanor now but she will never love it as her mother did.

      I’m tired by the time I return to Bartizan Downs. Lights blaze from neighbouring windows. We don’t draw our curtains here. We’re gated and protected, fortified against each other and from the world outside by high walls. I shower and slip on my pyjamas.

      Jenny is at her desk when I ring Vancouver, her printer clattering beside her. She listens without interruption while I tell her about this chance sighting.

      ‘Are you sure it was Karin?’ she asks when I pause for breath.

      ‘I’m almost positive. Her hair’s short now but she still has that cut-glass profile.’

      A second phone keeps ringing and interrupting our conversation. ‘Hold on, Nadine. I’d better take this.’ She sounds distracted.

      ‘You’re busy. I’ll go. I just wanted to tell you about her.’

      ‘No, wait.’ She speaks briefly to someone than comes back to me. ‘I can’t believe she still has the power to upset you so much.’

      ‘Neither can I.’ Once again I experience that breathless jolt of recognition.

      ‘It’s so long ago,’ Jenny says. ‘What happened was not your fault. You’ve worked through it. You’ve moved on. Don’t let her get to you again. She’s not, and never was, important.’

      ‘I’m sorry I interrupted you.’

      ‘You didn’t interrupt me.’ Her voice sharpens. ‘Are you listening to me, Nadine?’

      ‘Yes… yes.’

      ‘Ring me anytime you want to talk some more about this. Promise.’

      ‘I will. How’s work?’

      ‘We’re wrapping up the documentary. It’s always manic at this stage. Is everything okay in Tõnality?’

      ‘Business could be better,’ I admit. ‘This recession is getting worse.’

      ‘I keep reading the financial reports. It sounds grim.’ The second phone rings again. ‘Hold on a minute. I’ll switch this off.’

      ‘No, take it Jenny. You’re obviously up to your eyes. I’ll be in touch soon. Love you.’

      ‘Love you, too.’

      Then she’s gone, back to her world of ozone layers and climate change and melting ice caps. Her documentaries are scarier than a zombie movie. She’s my best friend, wise and sensitive – and has had her heart severely broken on two occasions. When she gives advice I listen.

      Karin Moylan Never Was Important.
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          Jake

        

      

    

    
      Some people play with worry beads when they are stressed, others attend a shrink. Jake Saunders used music. As an escape route it never failed him and now, with an hour to kill before he boarded his flight to New York, he opened his laptop and plugged in his earphones. He replayed the last recording he had made. A melody with potential, he decided, but the lyrics were weak. Hackneyed lines that made him wince. He needed to hack down to the heart of the song. A long goodbye to a love affair. The relationship over but the dependency on togetherness too ingrained to allow for separation. Art reflecting life: it was a thought too close for comfort.

      Nadine’s abrupt departure at the airport bothered him. Her expression had been so distant as she stared at him through the car window that, for an instant, he thought she was going to drive away without saying goodbye. Her mood changed so easily these days. The pressure of running Tõnality was taking its toll on both of them. The impact of an empty house, their parenting done. This should be their time to wind down. Instead, they were locked into a recession and a debt that was balanced like a rock on their shoulders.

      The boarding area gradually filled up. Jake bent lower over his laptop and tried to ignore the pungent garlic fumes emanating from the man sitting beside him. He should be working on the spreadsheet for Ed Jaworski instead of wasting time on a song that was certain to remain unsung. He had a drawer full of such songs. Half-finished ideas that inevitably fizzled out when some new emergency at work took over.

      His neighbour stood up and stretched, strode towards the toilets. His seat was immediately taken by a woman. Her perfume battled against the garlic fumes and won. Jake breathed deeply. The perfume Nadine used was light and floral but this was heavy and curiously intimate, as if the scent had been blended in a moist, exotic jungle. She opened a magazine, flicked pages, crossed her legs: small, slender feet, blue shoes, sheer tights. He stole a sideways glance at her. Mid-thirties, maybe older, he guessed. There was a maturity about her full, glossy mouth, and her blonde hair, short and brushed back from her forehead in a quiff that would only be worn by a woman confident enough to know she could carry off such a chiselled image and still look beautiful.

      Earlier, he had noticed her when he was going through security. Something about the tilt of her head as she spoke to an official looked familiar. The impression was so vague that she had passed through the security gates and out of his mind until now.

      A collective groan arose from the passengers when an announcement informed them that their flight to New York would be delayed. She closed her magazine, tapped her fingers against the cover. Her nails, perfect ovals, were painted an iridescent blue. He switched off his laptop. Impossible to concentrate. He hated airports. The ruthless security routine, the slumped wait in the boarding area and the eventual slow shuffle aboard after unexplained delays. He accidentally jogged her elbow as he removed his earphones.

      ‘Sorry.’ He rubbed the back of his neck in frustration. ‘I wonder what’s caused the delay?’

      ‘Some technical hitch, I guess.’ She stood up and buttoned her jacket. ‘I’m going for a coffee. Can I bring something back for you?’

      ‘Why don’t I go with you?’ He put the laptop in his overnight case and zipped it. ‘Stretch my legs. We’ll be sitting long enough when we finally get on board.’

      He slowed his stride as they walked towards the coffee bar. The women in his life were tall and long-limbed, his wife and mother, his two daughters. Everything about this woman was petite, from the crown of her head to the toes of her high-heeled shoes. He insisted on paying for cappuccinos and two Danishes, which he carried to a nearby table.

      ‘Will the delay affect you?’ she asked when they were seated. She sounded Irish but her accent, with its slight drag on the vowels, suggested she had been living for some time in New York.

      ‘I’ve to attend a business meeting but it’s not until tomorrow,’ he replied. ‘What about you? Business or pleasure?’

      ‘I live in New York.’ She removed her jacket and hung it from the back of the chair. Her dress was sleeveless with a low V in front, the hem resting primly on her knees.

      He stretched out his hand. ‘I’m Jake.’

      ‘I know who you are.’ She shook his hand and tilted her head, a half-smile tugging at her lips. ‘You’re the Jake Saunders from Shard.’

      He felt a once-familiar and long-forgotten buzz of recognition.

      ‘I’m flattered that you remember.’

      ‘Oh, I do remember.’ She held out her arm, the inside exposed, and ran her fingers along the pale skin. ‘This is where you once signed your autograph.’

      ‘I’m sorry…’ He struggled for a name, an occasion, a place to remember her by. How many autographs had he signed? Thousands, probably, writing his name with a flourish for the young women who called out to him as they waited outside the pubs and clubs, their arms and autograph books an extension of their thrusting, nubile bodies. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to enlighten me.’

      ‘I’m Karin Moylan.’ She spoke with the certainty of someone who knew her name would bring instant recollection.

      ‘Karin Moylan… I don’t believe it.’ The memory came back to him in disjointed flashes. The holiday, the music, and Karin, a waifish shadow against the glow of Nadine with her blaze of red hair and long coltish legs. ‘I’d never have recognised you. No… that’s not true. Now that you say it—’ He stopped, embarrassed as he attempted to join the fragments of that holiday together. What was the name of the place where they stayed? Somewhere in West Clare, he remembered. Fishing boats and a cliff, a golden beach and long sunshine days. A ramshackle house where he, along with the lads who made up the band, had stayed for a month to work on their first album.

      ‘Monsheelagh,’ she said, as if picking up his thoughts. ‘I was on holiday with my parents.’ Her eyes, slightly too large for her small heart-shaped face, had a disconcerting directness when she added, ‘Nadine was staying with us.’

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I remember.’

      ‘How is she? It’s been so long since I’ve seen her.’

      ‘She’s good. Busy, as we all are these days.’

      ‘I was studying in London when I heard about your marriage. You were both so young.’ Her voice dropped a tone, denoting pity. ‘I hope everything worked out for you.’

      ‘Yes, it did.’ He resented her pity and rushed defensively to banish it. ‘We’ve a good life and four terrific kids.’

      ‘I never meant to lose touch with her but you know the way it is.’ Her scarf rippled when she shrugged, the material so light and gauzy it seemed as if a deep breath would float it from her shoulders. ‘Our lives veered off in different directions but I’ve never forgotten her.’

      ‘These things happen,’ he agreed.

      ‘I still imagined you with long hair and those wild tiger streaks.’

      ‘The streaks went a long time ago,’ he admitted. ‘So did the wildness. These days I’m one of society’s staunchest pillars.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know about that.’ She tilted her head again, a finger pressed to her cheek. ‘You still have that look… you know… slightly edgy, alternative.’

      It was pathetic to be flattered so easily. His black hair was slightly longer than the norm, his style of dressing more casual, and he still had the rangy physique of his youth but, in truth, Jake felt indistinguishable from the other grey-suited businessmen swarming from the business park every evening with their laptops, briefcases and mortgages.

      ‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘What have you been doing with yourself?’

      ‘I run a graphic-design agency in New York,’ she replied. ‘But I’m considering moving back to Dublin after Christmas. My mother has some health issues and I’m an only child.’

      ‘Nothing too serious, I hope?’

      ‘She’ll be fine. She always is.’ Her sigh was almost inaudible but Jake understood the depths of frustration it carried.

      A voice boomed over the loudspeaker and drowned his reply. Their flight was ready for boarding.

      ‘We’d better go.’ She stood up and brushed imaginary crumbs from her dress, buttoned her jacket, adjusted her scarf.

      ‘See you in New York,’ she said when they boarded the plane and made their way to their allocated seats.

      ‘Enjoy the flight.’ He continued down the aisle and settled into a seat four rows behind her on the opposite side. What a strange coincidence to bump into each other after all that time. Her profile was visible as she removed her jacket. She was unable to reach the baggage hold above her and the man beside her stowed her jacket away. He was young and heavy-set, his square face framed by a mop of black curls and a startlingly long beard. Earphones the size of saucers rested on his shoulders.

      When the last of the passengers were seated and the cabin crew had closed the overhead lockers, she slanted her legs to one side and allowed him to leave his seat. He hurried down the aisle and hunkered down beside Jake.

      ‘Your friend’s asked me to swap places,’ he whispered. ‘It’s no problem, mate. She’s shit scared of flying and to be honest, no offence, but it’s a long flight. If she’s gonna use that sick bag I’d prefer it to be on your time, not mine.’

      ‘No problem.’ Jake almost laughed out loud at Karin’s woebegone expression when she turned to look back at him.

      ‘I hope I haven’t been presumptuous,’ she said when he sat beside her and clicked the safety belt. ‘The thought of interacting with that beard for the entire flight was more than I could handle.’

      ‘I can imagine.’ He was conscious of her bare arm on the armrest between them, the heady waft of perfume. The engines growled and the cabin staff began to outline the safety instructions.

      ‘Inflating your life jacket as the plane goes down must be the most ineffective way of spending your last moments on earth,’ she said as the plane taxied down the runway.

      ‘How would you spend them?’ he asked.

      She looked thoughtful, as if visualising the downward plunge, and replied, ‘Hopefully, in the arms of my lover.’

      He wondered whose arms would hold her if the plane plummeted from the skies. It seemed too blatant a question to ask. Enquiries about a wife and family were okay. Pallid information. But a lover… how could that be phrased? Is your lover married? Are you married and having an affair? Is your lover a he or a she? Jake took nothing for granted.

      Tiny blue gemstones sparkled on her ring as she stretched upwards to adjust the air conditioning.

      ‘Allow me,’ he said.

      The jolt of pleasure was instantaneous when their hands touched. No wedding ring, he noted as the cool air flowed over their faces.

      ‘Are you going to New York for business or pleasure?’ she asked.

      ‘Purely business,’ he said. ‘I’m only staying two nights.’

      ‘Do you go there often?’

      ‘About four times a year. Trade shows, business meetings, that sort of thing.’

      ‘Are they always flying visits?’

      ‘Not always. We usually manage a show or two while we’re there.’

      The ‘we’ slipped out like an unintended hiccup.

      ‘We?’ she quizzed him.

      ‘Nadine runs the company with me.’

      ‘Business and marriage,’ she mused. ‘Is that a difficult combination to manage?’

      ‘Not really. We’ve been doing it for a long time.’

      ‘I don’t think I could work with someone that close to me. It would be claustrophobic, I need my own space.’ The swell of her bottom lip suggested there was turbulence behind her smiling demeanour.

      ‘Except when you’re on a plunging plane and need your lover’s arms around you.’ The conversation had come full circle and Jake was pleased at his adroitness.

      ‘I’ll have to find one first. Unlike you and Nadine, I haven’t been so lucky in love. No husband, no children… not even a lover.’

      ‘I refuse to believe you. Any guy would…’ He hesitated, suddenly uncertain whether he wanted to continue the conversation.

      ‘Would what?’ she prompted softly.

      ‘Consider himself the luckiest guy in the world.’ He could no longer pretend he was not flirting with her. What harm? A mild flirtation always alleviated the boredom of a long flight.

      ‘When you find him, package him and send him on to me by first class mail.’ Like her perfume, her laughter had a tantalising intimacy, as if everything outside the space they shared was of no importance.

      ‘I’ll need an address first.’

      She opened her handbag and handed her business card to him. Kingfisher Graphics. The logo was a kingfisher, glossy blue feathers that matched her eyes.

      ‘Tõnality.’ She glanced at the business card he slipped from his wallet. ‘That’s an unusual name. What kind of business do you run?’

      ‘We supply musical instruments. From mouth organs to church organs and everything in between, for sale or hire. If you ever need anything…’

      ‘All I can play is the tambourine.’

      He glanced quickly at her and away again. Was that a throwaway remark or one loaded with significance? Impossible to tell by her expression. This was the moment to say something meaningful about that holiday, but would they be the right words? And would she want to hear them after… how long? Twenty-four, twenty-five years?

      ‘Nadine wanted to be an artist,’ she said. ‘What a pity it didn’t work out for her. She was good. I couldn’t draw a straight line, yet I ended up becoming a graphic designer.’

      ‘Do you specialise in a specific area of graphic design?’ He took his lead from her. Let the past rest in peace.

      ‘It varies from commission to commission,’ she replied. ‘My latest contract is with a film company.’

      ‘That sounds exciting.’

      ‘It can be, especially when it’s a historical film, as this one is. I’m researching the props we need from that period, signage, calligraphy, portraits. I could go on and on. It’s fascinating to dip in and out of the past, don’t you think?’

      He leaned his head against the headrest, content to listen to her. Clouds lay below them, gossamer mountains rimmed with gold.

      When the plane landed at JFK he waited with her while she reclaimed her luggage. She lived in the East Village. A fire escape on the outside of her apartment and a view of the city to die for, she said. Should he ask to view it with her? Suggest meeting for an evening meal? A stroll in Central Park? Hot dogs on Coney Island? Usually the women he met on such flights occupied his thoughts for a day or so until they became an amalgamation of all the other flights he had taken, the similar conversations he had enjoyed, the ignited spark that was always extinguished once he landed on terra firma. But Karin Moylan was not a stranger. She came with a past, and its potency had grown during their journey together.

      ‘Perhaps when you return to Dublin we could get together…?’ He allowed his words to trail into a question.

      ‘It would be nice to see Nadine again.’ Their gaze locked for a fraction longer than politeness demanded. ‘If that is what you have in mind?’

      ‘I’m sure that could be arranged,’ he replied, ‘if that’s what you have in mind.’

      She fanned his business card before her face and smiled. ‘I’ll ring you when I come back,’ she said. ‘Perhaps we’ll have decided by then.’
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          Nadine

        

      

    

    
      Twilight is settling over Broadmeadow Estuary as I drive along Mallard Cove. Coots, oystercatchers and greenshanks forage between the mottled green islets of the bird sanctuary and the swans, noticing my car, waddle ashore seeking bread. The wind is brisk and the windsurfers, curving into its power, glide across the water. Eleanor is already parked outside Sea Aster. A glance at her watch rebukes me for being ten minutes late. I don’t react. I’ve learned to save my energy for the big battles. This is the first time I have returned to Sea Aster since Rosanna suffered the massive stroke that confined her to a nursing home. The ivy that once burnished the walls in a coppery glow throughout the autumn has been removed and Sea Aster looks almost indecently naked with its stark, grey exterior, the sharp apexes and curved bay window.

      When it became obvious Rosanna would never again return to her home, Eleanor had had the house renovated into two apartments, one up, one down, two separate entrances. She’d sounded nervous when she rang Tõnality earlier today, hoping Jake would meet her here this evening. He’s still in New York, so I offered to come in his stead. My mother-in-law does not normally display signs of nervousness. Rushing headlong into confrontation is more her style, but the tenant who rented Sea Aster, and has now left, proved to be a match for her. The battle to evict her when her lease expired was prolonged and bitter. Eleanor received some threatening phone calls, so she’s right to be cautious. Sea Aster is isolated and cries for help would only be heard by swans.

      ‘When did the ivy go?’ I ask as we walk towards the front door.

      ‘I had it removed during the conversion,’ Eleanor replies. ‘It was too unruly.’

      Unruliness. A cardinal sin in her book.

      When she opens the front door I’m dismayed to see how the hall’s once-elegant dimensions have been divided by a crude plasterboard wall. My dismay turns to shock as we climb the stairs to Apartment 1. Strips of wallpaper have been torn from the walls and graffiti sprayed on the ceiling. Flies swarm against the windows. A hole has been kicked in one of the doors. The smell of overflowing ashtrays competes against the stink of cat urine. In the living room we draw back in disgust when we discover cat turds on the carpet. Containers carrying the congealed remains of four-cheese pizzas litter the table and floor.

      ‘I’m photographing everything.’ Eleanor’s rage grows as she surveys her inheritance. ‘This is what happens when promiscuity and anti-social behaviour are allowed to run riot.’

      I offer to organise a swat team of fumigators, cleaners and a vermin death squad. The mouse droppings in the kitchen suggest that the tenant’s cats was useless at anything other than dumping its load behind the living room sofa.

      ‘That won’t be necessary.’ She waves my offer aside. ‘The whole interior will be gutted.’

      ‘There’s no need to gut the house,’ I protest. ‘This is disgusting but it’s only superficial damage. The ceilings… those carvings. The graffiti can be removed without damaging them.’

      ‘Gutted,’ Eleanor repeats. ‘It’s the only way to make a fresh start.’

      She has no feelings for Sea Aster. It wasn’t her childhood home and she never understood why her mother, a passionate bird-watcher and amateur photographer, decided to leave her comfortable bungalow in suburbia and move here when her husband died. She’s particularly fixated on a pair of black lacy stockings tied to a bedpost in one of the bedrooms. Six potted cannabis plants wilt on the dressing table. Jake and I once slept in this bedroom. Now, it’s defiled, revolting. Eleanor continues taking photographs. She will do a PowerPoint presentation with those images. The members of First Affiliation will love them. They are the standard bearers for family values, a fringe political party that believes society will fall apart if their members, led by Eleanor, don’t keep a strict and watchful eye on the moral status quo. She plans to convert the old house into their headquarters. Their current premises has damp issues and a lease that’s due to expire soon.

      We leave the odorous atmosphere behind and walk around to the back of the house. To Eleanor’s relief, Apartment 2 on the ground floor has been left in pristine condition. She shakes her head when I invite her back to Bartizan Downs for something to eat. She has a meeting to attend and a speech to write before she goes to bed tonight. Work on converting the house will begin as soon as she receives planning permission to change its use from residential to First Affiliation’s headquarters.

      I drive towards the gates of Sea Aster and pass the old stone barn where Tõnality first began. Darkness had fallen while we were inside, and the windsurfers have folded up their sails. Swans are clustered close to the shore and a heron stands impassive and still in the shallows.

      Rosanna had wanted her ashes to float across this estuary on a slow, eddying tide. Eleanor refused point blank to even discuss the possibility of a cremation. An ad hoc scattering of ashes would be an undignified and messy ending to her mother’s long, active life, she insisted, when I argued that it was Rosanna’s dying wish. She had her way in the end and Rosanna is buried with her husband, a boring man who, Rosanna once told me, had defined his identity by the club crest on his blazer and made love to her in the missionary position every Saturday night. At least on this occasion Rosanna is on top, I think. Stop… I resist the urge to laugh out loud, and swallow, suddenly close to tears as I apologise to Rosanna for being unable to organise the simple ceremony she desired. Will the members of First Affiliation appreciate their new headquarters? Or will they be too busy plotting strategies to notice the rugged beauty surrounding them? I suspect the latter.

      An arts programme plays on the car radio as I drive along Mallard Cove. A female poet describes how her latest bout of depression inspired her new collection of poetry. You and me both, I think. But I’m not depressed. Just… What? ‘Flat’ is the only word that comes to mind. Seeing life in a pale, predictable palette sounds more descriptive. The depressed poet would forgive the alliteration and approve.

      Jake insists I’m suffering from empty-nest syndrome. Four children leaving home in the space of two years does take some adjusting to, yet I’m glad for all of them. Proud that they’re following their dreams. That’s X-Factor-speak, but it’s true. Last year we said goodbye to Ali, our eldest, as she headed to London and a career on the stage. A month later Brian dropped out of art college and moved to the Dingle peninsula where he lives in the shadow of a mountain and crafts beautiful shapes. Then we said goodbye to our twins Sam and Samantha when they left for Silver Ridge University. The fact that we produced not one, but two, elite athletes is a never-ending source of amazement to us. We were aware of their speed from the first time they stood upright and tottered forward on long, sturdy legs. Now, the years of training have paid off and they’ve started a four-year athletic scholarship in California.

      The heron dips its beak and the water flurries as an unfortunate fish is snapped from life. Triumphantly, its supper assured, the heron lifts its broad wings and flies away. Herons have no need for monogamy. Jenny made a nature documentary about them once. They mate to breed, good and dutiful parents, sharing incubation and feeding. But when their chicks are independent, ready to take their own paths through life, the parents return to their solitary vigils. To their solitary freedom.

      The radio presenter introduces a travel writer who has just launched a book about his travels in Papua New Guinea. Instantly, Karin Moylan comes to mind… again. Ants on my skin, heart lurching. Is this what sufferers of post-traumatic stress experience when the past whizzes like a bullet through their memory?

      I meet her mother occasionally, and always by accident. Joan Moylan is polite and sober yet I still visualise her stretched on a sofa or in bed, the duvet drawn tight, her gaze unfocused, the smell of stale alcohol on her breath. Sometimes, when it’s impossible to avoid speaking, we hold brief conversations about the weather and the price of groceries and how the cost of property has gone beyond ridiculous. We never talk about that summer in Monsheelagh, yet it’s moving in slow motion in front of our eyes. No wonder we hurry from each other in mutual relief.

      I ring Jake when I return home but he’s not picking up. New York time means he’s probably still in meetings with Ed Jaworski. I detest Ed, with his phallic cigars and New York abrasiveness, but he’s the reason Tõnality changed from being a moderately successful supplier of musical instruments into the European distributors for STRUM. It’s a far cry from the early days when Jake worked from the barn in Sea Aster and Tõnality just consisted of a few guitars and drums for sale or hire. His brief fame with Shard – the band that almost made it internationally – had given him a certain cachet within the music industry, especially among the up-and-coming young bands who hoped to go one step further and actually make it. Within a few years he was able to move to Ormond Quay in the heart of the city. Tõnality became the place for young musicians to hang out, to check the guitars, have a roll on the drums, a tinkle on the piano. I joined him when the twins started school, and took over the marketing side of the business. We set up a coffee bar and held open mic nights, impromptu music sessions. And that’s how we would have continued if we hadn’t met Ed Jaworski at a trade fair and taken on the STRUM brand of saxophones, recorders, trumpets, ukuleles and mandolins. We expanded from our cramped city premises to the Eastside Business Quarter with its brash modern offices and spacious warehouse. I can park here and move without fear of bumping into guitars, but I still miss the sway of the Liffey outside the window, the footsteps of passing pedestrians stirring the heartbeat of the city.

      Tonight I eat well. A steak and salad, two glasses of wine. I enter my home office and wait for Jake to ring. I switch on my laptop and bring up the new marketing plan for STRUM. The demarcation line between home and work has become increasingly blurred these days and this office is as cluttered as that of Tõnality.

      It’s after eleven and there’s still no word from Jake. I shower and slip on my pyjamas, apply night cream. The lines around my eyes look deeper, more ingrained. Laugh lines, as they’re euphemistically called. I see nothing funny about them. They’re chipping away at my youth when I still have to discover what it’s like to be young and carefree. Why hasn’t he rung? He knows how anxious I am about his meeting with Ed. This recession is relentless and Ed will be disappointed with the latest STRUM figures. They are within the agreed growth margin but Ed expects more. The concept of squeezing blood from a stone is not something he understands.

      My phone is out of charge. No wonder Jake hasn’t been able to get through. I ring him on the landline. Evening time in New York and he’s heading out for a meal. He sounds rushed, his phone on speaker. His echoing tone fills me with alarm.

      ‘What’s wrong, Jake?’

      ‘I’ve been trying to ring you all afternoon,’ he says. ‘Where were you?’

      I explain about Sea Aster and my phone being out of charge, but I sense he’s not listening.

      ‘How did the meeting with Ed go?’ I ask.

      ‘I’ll tell you about it when I’m home,’ he replies.

      ‘Tell me now,’ I demand. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘I’d rather not discuss it over the phone.’

      ‘Have we lost the STRUM account?’

      His silence confirms my worst fears. My mind goes into overdrive, calculating lost business, lost reputation, lost everything we’ve struggled so hard to achieve.

      ‘But why, Jake? Our sales figures are bang on target.’

      ‘He’s pulling out of our contract in case this recession affects the brand. He says it’s nothing personal.’

      ‘But that’s ridiculous. He can’t break our contract because he thinks there could be a slowdown in business.’

      ‘We’ll fight this all the way.’ Jake sounds too hearty, too confident.

      ‘You know what that will entail. We can’t afford a long, drawn-out legal battle.’

      ‘Look, Nadine, I’m heading out for a bite to eat and I’m exhausted. STRUM is not the be all and end all of our company. We’ve other equally strong brands and we’ll acquire more. Right now, all I want to do is wind down for a few hours and get my head together. We’ll talk about everything tomorrow when I’m home. Try not to worry. With or without STRUM, we’ll get through this crisis.’

      He’s closing down the conversation and there’s nothing I can do except agree that we’ll cope, as we always do, and survive. ‘Enjoy your meal, Jake. I’ll pick you up at the airport tomorrow.’

      Distance helps us to pretend. We’re unable to look into the whites of each other’s eyes and see our panic reflected there. But there’s something else on his mind. I sense his hesitation before he says goodbye. I can always tell. We’re capable of simultaneous thoughts, which we often speak aloud in the same instant or exclaim, ‘That’s exactly what I was going to say.’ The twins also have the same capacity for synchronised expression, but that’s to do with a split zygote whereas Jake and I have simply developed a hybrid mentality.
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      He arrived before her and took a seat at the bar adjoining the restaurant. A pianist in an embossed velvet jacket played softly on a grand piano. A candelabra blazed on top of the piano, and orchids in a moon-shaped vase emitted a faint scent of vanilla. Karin Moylan entered shortly afterwards, aware but indifferent to the eyes that followed her as she walked towards him. Shrine was her favourite restaurant in New York, she told him as they sipped an aperitif. Her dress was black and figure-hugging, accessorised by an elaborately coiled blue necklace.

      The waiter led them to a table for two in a secluded alcove at the back of the restaurant. Lights shimmered on the ceiling and picture windows overlooked a leafy view of Central Park. Over lemon sole and wood-fired tiger prawns, she told him about the cities in which she had lived and worked: London, Paris, Milan, New York. She kept him amused between courses with gossipy, witty anecdotes about the celebrities she had met on various film sets. Jake suspected she had told the same stories many times, but he was content to listen and be entertained by her. The relief of not talking about business was overwhelming. Reality was outside, clawing to get back in, but for these few hours he would keep it at bay.

      Earlier today, shell-shocked and furious, he had gone straight from STRUM’s headquarters to his hotel and tried to ring Nadine. Only she would understand the enormity of what had occurred. Her mobile phone had been switched off. Tõnality was closed for the night and the house phone remained unanswered. He had ordered a whiskey at the hotel bar when his mobile bleeped and a text arrived. He checked the ID screen, expecting to see Nadine’s name, but only a number was displayed, an unfamiliar one with a New York prefix.

      
        You were a blast from the past, Jake Saunders, he read. Good to see you again. Hope all went well at your business meeting today. Best for now, Karin.

        

      He had forgotten her in the turmoil of the day but her text nudged him briefly from his misery.

      
        Difficult meeting. But it was worth the trip to see you again.

        

      He could have stopped it there and then. Instead, he added a question that sought an answer.

      
        How are you?

        

      
        I’m good, she texted back. But you sound like you’re having a rough time. New York can be a bruising bitch. Anything I can do to help? K.

        

      The decision to ask her out for a meal was the easiest one he had made all day. The alternative was to find a bar with photos of faded movie stars on the walls and spend the night drinking himself into oblivion. It was the thing to do in New York… to do anywhere… when a momentous decision was delivered with a one-punch knock-out body blow.

      He was getting ready to meet her when Nadine finally contacted him. Her worried intake of breath, the pitch of her voice crashed him back to earth. He resisted the urge to hang up. To shut down the worry and the guilt and sink, instead, into amnesia, even if only for a few hours. He should have mentioned meeting Karin. They were best friends once, yet Nadine never spoke about their friendship, never mentioned her name. Throughout that holiday in Monsheelagh they had seemed inseparable, but, two years later, when he and Nadine exchanged sultry glances of recognition through the slash of lasers and dazzling strobes, she’d told him their friendship was over. She had gone backstage with Jenny to see him after the gig and made it clear that she had no intention of discussing Karin Moylan.

      ‘But I thought the two of you were best mates,’ he said. ‘What happened?’

      ‘I don’t want to talk about her.’ Her voice had been clipped and hard. ‘Not now, not ever.’

      Over the years that followed she remained true to her word, which was hardly surprising when he thought about how their holiday ended. The memory would be indelible, especially for Karin, but throughout the meal she never once referred to Nadine or that summer.

      ‘Do you ever regret leaving Shard?’ she asked when they returned to the bar for an after-dinner drink. ‘You were going stratosphere in those days. What was it the media called you? Ireland’s answer to… Metallica?’

      ‘It was actually Guns N’ Roses,’ he admitted, modestly. He admired the perfect curves of her knees as she crossed her legs. Was she wearing tights or stockings with lace tops? he wondered. Was there a smooth, silken gap of skin between her thighs and the line of her panties? He was familiar with female underwear, the frippery and the functional, hanging on clotheslines, drying over radiators, knickers, thongs, tights and bras tumbling from the hot press when he was searching for socks in the mornings. But what he was imagining now was an alluring fantasy and very different from the detritus of family living.

      ‘Of course it was,’ she said. ‘Guns N’ Roses… my goodness. How life changes. Selling musical instruments instead of playing them must have been quite a difficult transition for you.’

      Was she mocking him? He flattened his anger. These days it lay dangerously close to the surface.

      Nadine had asked him once, soon after Shard broke up in a storm of recriminations and accusations, if the band had seen her as a Yoko Ono, responsible for causing friction between them. It was a grandiose comparison yet, in her own way, she had upset the agreement that parents or girlfriends should not interfere with Shard’s upward projection and ambitions. He had assured her she was not to blame. Ultimately, it all came down to his inept use of a condom. Such inattention to detail altered everything.

      ‘Circumstances change,’ he said.

      ‘Sacrifices. We all make them sooner or later.’ Karin lifted a tiny umbrella from her cocktail glass and twirled it between her thumb and index finger. ‘Do you ever think about re-forming the band?’

      ‘Occasionally.’ He shrugged. ‘But then I think about walking on the moon. We all have our dreams.’

      ‘But why is it a dream? Bands are always making comebacks these days. Shard had a brilliant reputation.’

      ‘You’re talking a long time ago. Who do you think remembers us now?’

      ‘You’d be surprised. It’s a new era. Social media. Facebook. YouTube. You could get the message out quickly enough.’

      He shook his head. ‘If only it was so easy. Tõnality takes all my time these days.’

      ‘You’d another life before Tõnality.’

      ‘I never had a chance to have another life.’ It came out unintentionally, the resentment he usually managed to hide, and Karin, aware that she had touched a nerve, drew back slightly.

      ‘Sorry. I’m being intrusive.’

      ‘It’s okay. It’s just… it’s a while since I’ve talked to anyone about Shard.’

      ‘Are you still in touch with the band?’

      ‘I meet Daryl occasionally, but I haven’t seen the others for years. Reedy is the only one still professionally involved in music. Twenty-five years is a long time to keep a dream going, but he’s managed it.’

      ‘Twenty-five years?’

      ‘Since we did our first gig.’

      ‘You should do a reunion gig.’ She twirled the cocktail umbrella one last time and placed it back in the glass, signalled to the barman for a refill. ‘Think how wonderful that would be. All those fans dying for an excuse to organise babysitters and relive their youth. You owe it to them.’

      He shook his head. ‘It’s a wonderful idea but impossible. I’ve more than enough going on in my life at the moment.’

      ‘Be warned, Jake Saunders. To squander our creativity is to displease the gods. Nothing is impossible if we decide otherwise.’ She trailed her middle finger lightly along the back of his hand. ‘Will you tell Nadine we met tonight?’

      ‘I suspect not…’

      ‘Don’t you think she’d understand? Two old friends catching up on the past.’

      ‘Is that what tonight is?’ His skin tingled at her touch, the slow, deliberate stroke that was almost an itch, and the urge to draw her hand downwards, not to tease but to hold him, the hard width of him, aroused and wanting, blinded him to everything that was going on around them.

      ‘It’s whatever you want it to be,’ she said. ‘Like that night in Barney’s pub. Do you remember?’ She paused and waited for him to fill the silence.

      ‘Yes, I remember.’ The shock of that memory jolted him from his fantasy. ‘It must have been a heartbreaking time for you.’

      ‘I’m talking about us, Jake,’ she interrupted him, her voice quickening. ‘Just the two of us together in that little snug. Things could have been so different, if only…’ Her features tautened as if she, like him, was picturing the small harbour bar in Monsheelagh, its whitewashed walls and black wooden beams. Noisy, smoky, crowded with jostling young people who had come from the holiday homes and caravans to hear the band. He had signed his name on her honey-tanned skin and she had kissed him for good luck in the tiny old-fashioned snug before the gig began. Later, she had stepped onto the makeshift stage and lifted a tambourine from one of the amplifiers. Nothing waifish about her then as she raised it above her head, her slight body swaying, the swing of her long, blonde hair… and afterwards when everything fell apart, the panic she must she have felt as the storm raged around her.

      He stared at their empty cocktail glasses, a smear of lipstick on hers. She had been drinking that night too. She was only fifteen, then. Reedy, who was the eldest of the five band members, had ordered a vodka at her insistence and smuggled it into the snug. It was probably her first time drinking. No wonder she was so frenzied when she climbed on to the stage.

      ‘A last one for the road?’ He nodded towards their glasses but she shook her head.

      ‘Don’t let your dreams die, Jake,’ she whispered into his ear. ‘It can happen so easily. We have to fight to walk our own path. Think about that reunion gig. A Shard retrospective.’ She draped her pashmina over her shoulders. The deep blue weave matched the colour of her eyes and the trimming of silver thread glinted under the overhanging chandeliers. ‘But we’ve talked enough for one night. It’s time you took me home.’

      Outside the restaurant she hailed a cab. They were silent on the short ride to her apartment. It was as she had described: brownstone, high steps, a fire escape jutting over the entrance. She opened her bag and removed a key. Her pashmina slipped from one shoulder, exposing the depth of her cleavage, the smooth length of her arm.

      ‘I’d invite you up for a nightcap but this is not the right time,’ she said. ‘You’ve a lot on your mind and an early flight to catch in the morning.’

      ‘You’re very astute,’ he said. ‘Work’s tough at the moment. I’m sorry it showed.’

      ‘It didn’t.’ She stretched upwards and kissed his cheek. ‘Thank you for a wonderful night, Jake.’

      He took the cab back to his hotel and allowed the fantasies that had teased him throughout the night to fade. He was relieved rather than disappointed by her decision. He tried to understand this relief. Was it caused by fear or fidelity? Despite occasional torrid fantasies that always petered out under the pressures of work and family, Jake had been a faithful husband. Was it uncertainty that scared him off? Fear of failing in the bedroom? No, remembering her alluring eyes, the seductive swell of her bottom lip, he knew such fears were unfounded. But, now, away from her dizzying presence, his brief bout of amnesia, fuelled by alcohol and anticipation, was over. He was chilled by the reality of his situation and the future of the company that he and Nadine had worked so hard to build.
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      A Shard retrospective. Our business is falling apart and Jake talks about offering fans a chance to relive their youth. At night, when he’s not rehearsing, he closes the door of his music room while I try and catch up on the backlog of work. We could be facing bankruptcy but his eyes glaze when I try to discuss this terrifying possibility. Ed Jaworski’s decision fell upon us like the sword of Damocles and we’re still reeling. We can take legal action, of course. Spend a fortune and face a team a STRUM lawyers across a courtroom. They will beggar us, rubbish our reputation, break us down before the first hearing has concluded.

      Tonight, when he returned from band practice, he stood outside the door of my office. I heard his footsteps stop then move on. I heard the door of his music room close. We live in a house with many rooms, spacious and stylishly furnished, yet the two smallest rooms are the ones we use most frequently. Our refuge from a marriage we tolerate for everyone’s sake but our own.

      We don’t fight any more. Not the way we did in the early years, hurling insults without caring where they landed and forgiving each other in bed with the same pent-up ferocity. Now, we use evasion, a polite chilliness, reasoned discussions that respect each other’s point of view, even when it doesn’t tally with our own. I remember these youthful rows with a certain indulgent nostalgia. We were so aware of each other then, conscious of tinderboxes and the danger of a hapless remark. One particular row when I was expecting the twins stands out in my mind. It began as a casual discussion about what we would be doing if we were still free and single. I was lying on the sofa in the breakfast room in Sea Aster, heavily pregnant and Ali and Brian, still babies, were sleeping upstairs. My wish list included art college, living in flatland with Jenny, a gap year in Australia, Euro-railing through Europe; aspirations vague enough not to offend Jake. He was more specific. Recreational drugs and eventual rehab, all-night parties, riding a Harley-Davidson on Route 66, the rise and rise of Shard, and an occasional threesome. The latter was meant to be a joke, he insisted afterwards, but by then it was too late.

      ‘What a pity we didn’t make it a threesome at the time,’ I snapped. ‘Then, maybe, the other girl would have become pregnant instead of me.’

      ‘Just my luck,’ he retorted. ‘Think how wonderful my life would be if she’d been blonde, beautiful and sexy, instead of always moaning about her fucked-up marriage.’

      ‘Whose fucked-up marriage are we discussing?’ My anger heaved with resentment and the twins kicked frantically at my drum-stretched stomach. ‘You’re the one who feels trapped. You’re the one who can’t wait to take off on your Harley-Davidson. If you’d known how to use a condom…’

      ‘Oh, here we go again.’ He hinged his arm exaggeratedly and studied his watch. ‘Now it’s time to bring up the subject of the defective condom—’

      ‘It wasn’t the condom that was defective…’

      On and on we went, one word borrowing another until it seemed as if our bitterness was beyond healing. But it did heal and that night, before we slept, we promised each other that if we still felt trapped when the twins were eighteen and independent we’d give each other the freedom to pursue the life we would have led if we had not been so heedless.

      I wonder if Jake ever remembers that hurt-filled night. I doubt it. Each row is a fresh one to him, unencumbered by the past, whereas mine are weighted with history and etched on my memory cells. This is a female trait, he believes, rather like premenstrual tension or the ability to carry hot objects to the table without scalding my hands.

      We left our twins at the airport last month. They never looked back. No last, lingering glances, their eyes eloquent with gratitude for eighteen years of nurturing and unconditional love. Instead, they looked ahead to their futures, unaware that their departure would snap the last fragile link holding their parents’ marriage together. I’ve poked at this truth, worried it like a dentist prodding a tooth nerve. I’ve waited for a reaction, the jerk of reality that signals pain. Nothing. Our marriage has a serene surface, a veneer that has taken us to the point where Jake seeks solitude in his music room rather than opening my door to say goodnight to me.

      Ed Jaworski’s brutal decision has proved that a contract is not worth the paper it’s written on. Vows can be broken and the sky does not fall down. What I feel for Jake is affection and gratitude for the years we’ve shared. I remember what it was like in the beginning but that flame has cooled into ash. Only an odd spark reminds us of what we’ve lost… and how it all began.

      [image: ]

      I danced with Jenny, handbags at our feet, short skirts swirling over leggings, stonewashed denim jackets. We were seventeen years of age and dizzy with the wonder of it. The mirror ball spun a kaleidoscope of colour across our upturned faces. Moonflowers exploded, strobes pulsated, and I danced harder, my eyes swallowing the sight of him. His black hair streaked with blond, skin-tight jeans, leather vest — rangy and sexy and ready. Two years since we’d met in Monsheelagh but all that was behind me and I was living in the thrilling, exhilarating now of a new beginning.

      Alone at last, away from the sweat and the noise and the crush of heaving bodies, he unhooked my bra. My body glowed with a hot, shivery excitement, as dangerous as it was demanding. His tongue caressed my nipples, strummed my pleasure, darts of fire low in my stomach. He’d borrowed his mother’s car for the night. We laughed over the First Affiliation posters in the back seat. Something about a Divorce Referendum. Eleanor’s smiling mouth and watchful eyes staring at us. We shoved the posters to the floor and came together again. My legs trembled, opened under the pressure of his hand, his slow, deliberate journey between my thighs, delicately stroking upwards and he, sensing my nervousness, waited until I relaxed and the smear of desire glistened on his fingers.

      Fate was waiting in the wings, sly smiling, as I pulled down his jeans, touched him, held him, guided him in. We were meant to be together, one flesh, one beat. Our future was shaping, but the present was all that mattered as we lay there, pressed limb to limb, mouth to mouth, ready to be engulfed, engorged, ravished. How was it that such a moment could so easily be forgotten in the dread that followed?

      My mother was the first to guess. Dismay in Sara’s eyes as she stood outside the bathroom door listening to the retching sounds from within. Morning sickness in all its misery consumed me for the first three months. I emerged eventually, goose pimples on my skin, eyes streaming, and stood facing her in my school uniform, unable any longer to hide the truth.

      I met Jake’s mother for the first time and was terrified by this impeccably groomed woman, who summed me up in a glance as ‘trouble’ then set about resolving the problem as swiftly as possible. Her contacts in the mother and baby home where I’d stay throughout my ‘crisis pregnancy’ were excellent.’ Every time Eleanor said ‘crisis pregnancy’, and she said it often, I felt like a statistic to be shunted out of sight, out of mind. Everyone agreed that we were too young to be parents. Jake was nineteen and I would have just turned eighteen when our baby was born.

      Sara remained implacably opposed to adoption but my father, not being a man to disguise his feelings, was on Eleanor’s side. My untimely pregnancy was interfering with his Big Plan, as he called it. My parent’s house was sold and we were moving to Australia. I’d argued, wept and fiercely resisted this decision but eighties Ireland was in recession and Eoin was determined to make a new start.

      In the weeks that followed there were meetings, discussions, angry scenes and decisions made. Jake and I were in the eye of the storm, right at its heart where we belonged, but no one was listening to us.

      My parents were arguing when we entered the house one night, unaware that we could overhear every bitter word.

      ‘I’m not letting her hold us back.’ Eoin’s voice was flinty with determination. ‘She was careless enough to get herself knocked up by some guy she hardly knew and now we’re supposed to deal with the consequences.’

      ‘She’s our only child, Eoin.’ Sara sounded distraught. ‘We need to be here to support her. Otherwise, she’ll be bullied by that dreadful woman and our grandchild will be adopted.’

      ‘Adoption is the best solution,’ my father shouted. ‘At this stage in my life, I’m not prepared to cope with a baby. And neither are you. As for Nadine, what does she know about parenting? Zilch, that’s what!’

      I heard the snap of his fingers, a pistol shot in the immediate silence that followed this statement.

      ‘But that’s why she needs our support.’ Sara’s anger spilled over into sobs. ‘I want to be with her when her baby is born.’

      ‘Where are you supposed to live? Our house is sold. In six weeks’ time we’re supposed to be flying to Australia. Nadine comes with us. I’m not delaying our departure date.’

      ‘She wants to be with Jake. This is also his child.’

      ‘And he’ll walk out on her the first chance he gets. If she won’t have the baby adopted and she won’t come with us, then she can make her own bed and lie in it. You and I go together as planned or I go alone. Make up your mind, Sara. We’ve come too far to allow this mess to change our plans.’

      Unable to listen any longer, I gripped Jake’s hand. We left the house as silently as we’d entered it.

      This argument changed everything. It strengthened our resolve. Instead of seeing a problem that needed a solution we were able to visualise a baby. Our baby. We became fiercely protective of this life we’d so wantonly created. This gave us the courage to stand up to Eleanor. No adoption. She insisted on a quiet, swift wedding. Ali moved in my womb as I exchanged wedding vows with Jake, a butterfly patter, almost imagined. New life kicking into action while my old life disappeared.

      A week later my father left for Australia where a job in construction was waiting for him. Sara would stay with me until her first grandchild was born. Gentle Rosanna took care of us all in Sea Aster. Ali was two months old when I embraced my mother for the last time. The farewell at the airport. The sense of unreality as I watched her disappear through the departure gates. I waved goodbye and held Ali high in my arms for her to see. Then she was gone, heading towards a new life that was extinguished eighteen months later when she was killed in a road accident.

      I flew with Jake to Australia, travelled through day and night when I received that shattering phone call from my father. Sara was on life support. Dark bruises on her forehead and hands were the only external marks I could see but, internally, all was lost. Hearing, said the hospital chaplain, was the last sense to go. I’d time to whisper in her ear, caress her hands, kiss her repeatedly before Jake led me away.

      ‘She looks so peaceful,’ my father kept saying, as if this would give me some consolation. ‘She never knew what hit her.’

      Jake held me upright when her life support was switched off. He supported me from her graveside and back home to our children. To the life we were slowly building together.
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      At first, Jake believed the seed Karin planted in his mind had fallen on barren soil. But it kept growing shoots. Fierce, demanding shoots that made him question why he had to rise at six in the morning to beat the rush hour traffic. Why the workload he brought home at weekends kept growing. Why so many people were breathing down his neck. His bank manager, who, in the heady days of easy borrowing had insisted the boom times were here to stay, but now looked askance when Jake mentioned a loan extension. The VAT officer who arrived without an appointment to inspect Tõnality’s VAT records and gave Jake a dead-fish stare when he asked if everything was in order. Tõnality’s biggest customer who had declared himself bankrupt and ended any hope of settling his account. If it wasn’t for Shard he would go crazy. Thanks to Karin Moylan, he now had an escape route.
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