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Chapter One


September 1980


She doesn’t set out to save anyone’s life that evening. She’s twenty-four years of age and she’s far too busy saving herself, but she ends up rescuing both of them.


The private cove nestled between two headlands is her secret escape. She slips out every evening when the intensity of the bright afternoon has softened and there is a kind of lull, like the world holding its breath, before the day slides into the mellow evening, and sits in a secluded spot in the sand dunes. She hides her heartache behind a mask, and looks at the breadth of the sea frilling in and out from the far-off horizon, the immensity of a sky stretching on forever and the breeze teasing the marram grass so that it dances along the sand dunes.


Then there is the music. Up behind the sand dunes, there are a few bungalows and mobile homes scattered along the low headland overlooking the private cove. Most are occupied by families during the summer months but now, with the children back in school, they are closed up. Apart from one. Someone is still living in the big house down at the end of the track. The house that’s rumoured to be owned by a foreigner. It’s situated a little away from the rest overlooking the sea, and she knows it’s occupied because she has heard the sound of piano music floating on the air for the past three evenings. The music is like water dancing over stones. It’s alive, fluid and clear, the sparkling notes streaming out like bubbles into the calm, still air. It soothes her heart and fills her with something she’d never expected to feel again – hope. Listening to it, it’s easy to imagine her life could come good again and she could be anyone she wanted to be.


She could sit there forever listening to it, but she can’t. Sitting in the dunes is a secret luxury, helping her break away from the mess her life has become.


She usually has the cove to herself, so she is surprised to see the shoes. They are sitting in the sand dunes up beyond the line of seaweed and driftwood that indicates the tide mark. A man’s casual shoes; grey sneakers with white laces. When she gets closer, she sees the folded note stuck into one of them. It’s caught between tied laces to ensure it won’t blow away. It’s meant to be found. Her gut instinct tightens as cold fear slams into her head, pushing her own troubles into the background.


She plucks out the note with shaky fingers and opens it. It is a single sheet of white notepaper. There is a signature in black ink scrawled across the bottom of the sheet: Luis. Above that, three short sentences in a spidery writing that crawls across the page, in a language she guesses is French. She doesn’t understand it, except for the words scrawled just above the signature: Pardonnez-moi.


Pardon? For what? She looks up, her eyes scanning the horizon, hairs rising on the nape of her neck. At first, she is unable to focus and then she spots a lone figure, almost blending into the grey-silk movement of the sea, a figure walking out to the vast horizon, as purposefully as is possible against the tide.


She catches her breath. Panic surges through her, and then she is running, as fast as she can, across the strand, into the shallows, the water cold as it swirls around her feet. It splashes up, soaking the bottom of her jeans, weighing them down. She ploughs on as best she can. He is tall and blond and wearing a grey T-shirt. The water is up to his waist and any minute now, he could fall forward into it. Now it is up to her hips, the weight of water slowing her.


‘Hey, wait!’ she calls out, her words caught on the breeze. ‘Wait! Stop!’ She flaps her hands futilely, her breath heaving in her chest.


He doesn’t falter. The sea is up to his chest now. Chilled by the water and sick with anxiety, she makes a supreme effort. ‘Help, help,’ she screams. ‘Help me, please.’


Her heart skips a beat when he stops, alert, his head tilted. ‘Help, help,’ she cries again. ‘Help me.’


He turns around. He’s a slight distance away but she can gather by his expressionless face that he’s not really seeing her. He’s lost in a world of his own.


‘Over here,’ she shouts, ‘Luis?’


He doesn’t move and she’s terrified he’ll turn around again and be lost to her. He’s not far from where the beach shelves steeply, another few feet and he’ll be gone. If he turns in another direction, he could be caught by the rip tide. She pushes through the body of cold water, as the waves slap onto her chest, the tide almost lifting her off her feet.


‘Stop! I’m here,’ she calls out.


‘Go away,’ he shouts.


‘I can’t. I need help. Come back, please.’


‘No. Go away.’


‘Please, help me,’ she calls out. A wave lifts her off her feet. She screams at him as she falls backwards, the water closing over her head. She gets to her feet, her mouth full of salt water making her splutter for breath, and her arms flailing and splashing as her wet clothes weigh her down. As she lifts her head, she sees that he’s retracing his steps, cleaving back through the waves.


‘Where are you?’ he shouts in an accented voice. ‘Make noise, I must hear you.’


She splashes and shouts back. ‘Hurry, for God’s sake.’


He turns towards her, and it’s only then that she realises his eyes are fixed unseeingly in her direction. He is blind. She shouts some more, splashing as hard as she can, and all the while edging back closer to the shore to bring him in a little safer. He eventually reaches her, his arms out to grasp her and she grabs on to him, putting her arm around his waist, holding him tightly.


‘Are you okay?’ He pats the top of her head.


‘Yes, thank you. Oh, thank you.’ Her teeth are chattering so much with cold and shock that she can hardly put the words together. They stand there, his body anchoring hers against the swell of the sea, the waves flurrying against them.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she asks, raising her voice against the roar of the tide.


‘What do you think it looks like?’ he says.


She can’t place his accent. Not quite German, though certainly European. Questions teem through her. What’s he doing in southern Cork? How did he manage to find his way to this cove? It’s a little off the beaten track, a quiet spot outside Kinsale.


‘You were foolish to walk out so far,’ she says. ‘There’s a dangerous current out there.’


‘That’s what I wanted. To be sucked away by the tide.’


‘You don’t mean that.’


The difference between the tall, vital-looking young man with the sensitive, clever face and wavy blond hair standing beside her, and the ice-cold reality of the lifeless image he puts in her head, clutches at her chest. What has driven him to this? She has dark hours herself – empty days when she struggles to keep a smile on her face, so that no one knows that she’s crying inside, not even her husband, and the long nights when she chokes back oceans of tears – but she has never considered ending it all. How could she? She has seen how implacable death looks and has tasted the cruel finality it brings.


‘How do you know what I want?’ he says. ‘You don’t know me. You don’t know anything at all about me.’


There is something in his taut face that strikes a chord in her heart. ‘You’re right,’ she says, ‘I don’t. But thanks for helping me.’ She hooks her fingers into the loop of his jeans, linking him to her, hoping it might stop him from heading back towards the tide.


‘You were the foolish one to come after me,’ he says.


‘I was trying to save you,’ she says. ‘Instead you rescued me.’


She tilts her face and looks up at him in time to see him shaking his head. ‘You left me with no choice,’ he says. ‘I would have kept going but for you, and it would have been over by now. So you’re to blame that I’m still here.’


‘Good,’ she says. ‘I think everyone’s life is precious. And because you came back to help me, you must think that too.’


There is a silence filled only with the clamour of the sea, the slap of the waves and the cry of the gulls.


‘We can’t stand here forever,’ she says, clutching his arm. ‘Come on. We have to get out of this cold sea.’


‘No,’ he says, the angles on his face tightening further. ‘I shouldn’t be here now. You should have left me alone.’


‘Aren’t you the lucky one that I did come along?’ she says, trying a different tack with him, hiding the fear gnawing at her insides. ‘Come back for my sake – or I’ll follow you again.’


‘There’s nothing to go back to,’ he says.


‘Of course there is. How can you say that?’ It is on the tip of her tongue to ask him to look around. There is something soothing in the haziness of the approaching evening, the slow wheel of the gulls floating overhead against a striated, pink-grey sky, the symmetry of the fluttering birds that skim the surface of the sea so low their shadows flash across the surface of the puckered grey silk. She realises how futile her words would be. He is locked into a dark world in every sense. She stands there, trembling with cold and the shock of it all, gulping for breath, holding fast to him as cold water swirls around them. She tries to think.


‘Luis? You are Luis, aren’t you?’


He nods.


‘Maybe I’m saying all the wrong things, I’m useless in these situations,’ she says. She’s had moments of drama in her life, especially recently, but nothing like this. ‘I can’t imagine how desperate you must feel right now,’ she says, as gently as possible despite her chattering teeth.


‘Don’t dare tell me how I feel.’


‘Okay. But, look, things change, feelings come and go. We all have dark moments but if you wait, they will pass.’


‘What if they don’t pass?’


‘They do. Everything changes. Nothing ever stays the same. There’s always something to hope for if you look for it, something to live for, no matter how small.’


She was finding that out for herself, wasn’t she? No matter how bad she thinks things are, or how many of her hopes and dreams are soured, there is always a little voice inside her head that whispers to her to hang on in there, that her life will turn around. Each day, she makes sure to find something small that makes her smile, something to sustain her and smooth her frazzled heart, even if it’s just the sight of the last summer rose. Each evening, she sits in the sand dunes, soaking up the beauty of the landscape, the music that floats out across the air an added blessing.


‘No, there isn’t.’


‘Have you nothing at all to go back to? Who would miss you if you were gone?’ She looks around, across to the headlands and back to the sheltered cove, desperate to find someone who might be able to help, but there’s no one about and it’s all very quiet, which is the main reason she’s here. She thinks of the things that get her through the dark of the night, but they might not work for Luis; after all, she doesn’t know what demons he’s running from.


‘Even if you’ve nobody at all in the world, don’t you ever want to feel the sun on your face again or the wind in your hair?’ she says. ‘Or taste a salty breeze, a juicy fat strawberry … or woman’s kiss? Or smell a flower or freshly cut grass?’


Then he says something that surprises her. ‘You have a nice voice.’


‘Have I?’ She’s still so overcome by the magnitude of how close he came to ending it all that she’s shocked he has noticed her voice.


‘Yes, it’s soft and Irish. Except when you’re yelling at me.’


‘I am Irish, from Cork. And I yelled at you because I’m freezing cold and very cross with you. It’s lovely here, it’s beautiful, yet you want to do something that would hurt other people.’


‘Go slowly. You speak too fast.’


He wants her to speak. He hasn’t shrugged off her arm or plunged back towards the rip tide. She hopes he’s finding a crumb of comfort in the touch of her arm, as well as the sound of her voice, even if she’s saying all the wrong things.


‘What will I talk about?’


‘Tell me … tell me what it looks like. The sea. Tell me so I can picture it.’


‘It’s very beautiful,’ she says, knowing instinctively not to patronise him by diminishing the spectacular landscape just because he can’t see it. She begins to describe it: the colours, the immensity of it all, the way the streaky sky is reflected in the crumpled water, the circling gulls and rush of birds skimming the surface of the sea. He is still while she talks, and she imagines him picturing it in his mind.


There is a silence when she’s finished, and then, ‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘You make it sound … very lovely.’


‘It is. I come here every evening, to sit in the sand dunes and listen to the music.’


He turns his face towards her, suddenly attentive. ‘What music?’


‘The piano music.’ Her voice is shaking with the cold. She can hardly form the words, but she is aware that he is listening to her closely. ‘It comes from one of the houses up on the headland. It’s beautiful. As beautiful as the sea and the sky,’ she gabbles. ‘It makes me feel full of hope. You should listen to it, Luis. It would make you feel good.’


He is silent for a moment. Then he says, ‘You’re freezing.’


‘What have I been trying to tell you? I’m also soaking. So are you. Can we go back now? Please, Luis?’


‘What’s your name?’


‘My name?’


‘Don’t sound so surprised. You know my name, so why shouldn’t I know yours?’


‘It’s …’ She hesitates. As you said, I don’t know much about you and I’d prefer if you didn’t know anything at all about me. She takes a quick breath. ‘If you really must know, it’s Sylvie.’


‘What a lovely name. You should be proud of it and not hiding it away. Tell me more about this music, Sylvie, and how it makes you feel.’


She talks as cheerfully as she can, despite her chattering teeth and saturated clothes. She tells him how it sounds, how it helps her to feel happy and full of joy. To her relief, he comes with her as she begins to wade in the direction of the beach, but she still clings to him, terrified he might change his mind.


She’d love to tell him the truth and loosen the ache in her chest. But she puts on the mask of a happy, smiling face, even if he can’t see it. She can’t tell him that the music floods into the sore corners of her heart like lifesaving water into a parched desert, it helps her forget for a while all the troubled moments that disturb her sleep and, most of all, it stops her from feeling afraid at the dark turn her life has taken.




Chapter Two


As she stared down at the tiny sleeping face of Lucy, her new little god-daughter, Carrie Cassidy was amazed how peaceful it was to simply sit and cuddle a tiny baby. In the same way that she could just be herself in the safe confines of her home on Faith Crescent, and didn’t have to answer to anyone, tiny babies didn’t expect you to be clever or funny or explain yourself in any way. They put their complete trust in you and all you had to do was sit and cuddle them, and feel the warm weight of the infant in your arms and stroke the unbearably soft skin of their face. They didn’t know that you felt all washed up at thirty years of age.


‘You look like you’re getting your hand in practice,’ a voice shattered her fragile calm.


Carrie’s grip on her new god-daughter tightened. The baby’s tiny hand opened on reflex, silky, matchstick fingers unfurling in the shape of a five-pointed star. Carrie looked up, just in time to see her Aunt Evelyn’s face cloud with anxiety.


Evelyn Sullivan fidgeted with the string of pearls around her neck. She looked very stylish in a taffeta aquamarine dress that Carrie had sourced for her at Jade, the high-end, luxury clothing company that Carrie worked for.


‘Sorry, Carrie,’ she said, ‘I forgot for a moment … me and my big mouth …’


‘It’s okay.’ Carrie shrugged and forced a smile.


Her aunt leaned in a little closer in a conspiratorial way and touched her lightly on the arm. ‘How have you been? Really, I mean, since Mark?’


The hotel room stilled around Carrie as his name slammed into her head, bringing an avalanche of images that made her ache all over. Carrie’s heart lurched as her aunt sat down on a vacant chair beside her and turned a kind, attentive face to her. How had she been? There was no way to put into words the blank reality she was living through every day, going in and out to her job in a kind of vacuum. Sometimes she felt dizzy, when the ground beneath her seemed to sway, whether it was the lunch-hour, city-centre streets or the carpeted office floor. The only thing that seemed solid and purposeful to her right now was the reality of the warm bundle resting with supreme trust in her arms. Even if she could articulate how she felt, here and now on this April afternoon was the wrong time and place to try. The Sullivan clan were gathered en masse in a Dublin south city hotel to welcome Lucy, Evelyn Sullivan’s new grandchild, into the world and celebrate her christening.


‘I’ve been okay,’ she lied, clutching Lucy to her as though she was a warm, comforting pillow. ‘I think I’ve had a narrow escape. I’m not cut out for marriage and babies.’


Her aunt smiled. ‘Don’t dismiss yourself, Carrie, you’d make a wonderful mother.’ Then she spoke hurriedly as if to temper her words in case they caused further upset. ‘But it would have to be with the right man. Marriage and parenthood is wonderful, but even with the most loving couples, there are times when all hell can break loose – so you need to be very sure of your man.’


‘I know,’ Carrie said. Funny that Evelyn had inadvertently put her finger on the heart of Carrie’s problem. Sure of her man? Equally so, the man would have to be very sure of his woman. Her aunt’s glance momentarily dropped to Carrie’s left, ringless hand. Carrie became aware again how painfully light her third finger felt without its diamond cluster. Like a phantom limb, sometimes she thought it was still there and checked for it with her thumb. Sometimes she forgot that it was buried in a black velvet box in the bottom of her bedside table.


‘What’s for you won’t pass you by. I’d like to think you’re happy, whatever you decide. I know it’s all your mother would have hoped for you … and your dad …’ Once again Evelyn’s voice trailed away. ‘Sometimes I wish … if only Sylvie was still here, and John, they’d be so proud of you. And there I go again with my big mouth.’


Carrie gave her aunt a quirky smile, the one she always used to hide her sadness behind when it came to her parents. ‘Hey, this is a good day for you and the family. We’re celebrating new life. You can’t change anything that has happened.’


‘No, none of us can – but I love you, Carrie. We all love you, you’re family and never forget you’re important to us all. You’re my daughter as much as Fiona. So don’t ever feel you’re on your own.’


Carrie grinned. ‘How could I feel alone with this gang keeping me firmly in my place?’ She looked beyond her aunt to the lively gathering in the room, the white and pink balloons drifting in the perfume-laden air, the tables scattered with wine glasses and remains of dessert after their meal. She was in the bosom of her extended family. Uncles, aunts, cousins. She was lucky to be related to this noisy, loveable gang, taking them for granted sometimes, letting them annoy her other times, even if she was a little on the edge of them all.


The Sullivans.


The name alone was a force to be reckoned with. Jack Sullivan, her Cork-born grandfather, had set up his construction supply empire in the 1960s, now managed by his two sons, Sean and Andrew. Along with their wives, Evelyn and Clare, they had settled down on lands adjacent to Willow Hill, the large, rambling house that was home to the Sullivan family in Cork, and between them had produced seven children in less than ten years, Carrie’s lively, boisterous cousins. Carrie was the only child of Jack Sullivan’s precious daughter, Sylvie, who had settled in Dublin with her husband, John Cassidy. She might have been reared in leafy Dublin suburbs, but Carrie had spent many a childhood holiday running free in the fields around her cherished grandmother’s big, rambling home, surrounded by her gang of noisy cousins. Her grandparents had died when Carrie was a teenager, and her cousins were now scattered between Cork, Dublin, London and America, but the family unit was still as close-knit as ever and they had all come together to celebrate baby Lucy’s christening.


‘Here’s Fiona now,’ Evelyn said, as her daughter crossed the room towards them.


Carrie watched Fiona weaving through the jumble of young children, and couldn’t help admiring the glow of new motherhood that lit up her cousin’s face like a beacon. She, too, was dressed in an outfit from Jade, a blush pink swirling dress that Carrie had suggested. She saw Fiona pass an involuntary hand across her stomach, as if self-conscious that it hadn’t yet returned to its trim, pre-baby shape, and Carrie wanted to hug her and berate her and tell her she was more beautiful than ever.


‘How’s my little sweetheart?’ Fiona asked, stroking Lucy’s tiny cheek.


‘She’s great,’ Carrie said. ‘I could sit here all day with her.’


‘Now that’s an offer!’ Fiona laughed.


‘I’ll leave you pair to discuss babysitting duties,’ Evelyn laughed as she got to her feet.


Fiona perched on the edge of Carrie’s armchair. ‘Thanks for being Lucy’s godmother,’ she said. ‘I really appreciate it.’


‘Nonsense. It was an honour,’ Carrie said. ‘And I fully expected you’d ask me, I was your chief bridesmaid after all.’


She fell silent for a moment, trying to push away the memory of Sam and Fiona’s wedding. It had been the first time she’d seen Mark, coming face to face with him as she’d reached the altar ahead of Fiona, finding out later that the tall, lean groomsman with the jet-black hair and light-grey eyes fringed with thick, dark lashes was a good friend of Sam’s, home from Singapore and back working in Dublin.


Finding out all sorts of other, even more delicious things later again …


Carrie blinked.


‘What I meant,’ Fiona said gently, ‘was that I appreciate how good-humoured you’ve been today, considering everything.’


There was no need to be ultra-brave in front of Fiona. Carrie gave her a lopsided smile. ‘Yes, well, today was special, and I love my little god-daughter to bits, she’s so beautiful. And so perfect and relaxed, so that you can help feeling relaxed with her.’


Together they stared down at the sleeping baby. ‘Besides,’ Carrie grinned, ‘do you think any of my Sullivan cousins would let me get away with wearing a self-pitying mask?’


‘Nope,’ Fiona grinned back. ‘It would soon be wiped off your face by my brothers for starters.’


A year older than Carrie, Fiona had three younger brothers, and she regarded Carrie as the next best thing to a sister. During those long, childhood holidays in Cork, they’d staunchly supported each other against the combined might of the Sullivan boys. Their deep friendship had continued into adulthood and during the years that Carrie had stumbled through life in the aftermath of her parents’ death, Fiona had always been there for her.


‘We have to be out of the room by seven o’clock,’ Fiona went on. ‘Sam and I will be going straight home with Lucy, but I think some of the gang are heading to the bar for a few drinks if you’re interested.’


‘I’ll see.’


Sam and I. Carrie noticed the way the words were dropped into the conversation casually and unthinkingly by Fiona. It was something she took for granted, that she and Sam were a double act, a unit all to themselves, enriched now by the arrival of baby Lucy. Carrie was beginning to think she’d never be the other half of a couple.


‘I’m going to take this little pet off you now,’ Fiona said, reaching for the baby. ‘She needs a feed and a change.’


Carrie held up the baby and Fiona scooped Lucy out of her arms, leaving a cold, empty spot where the soft, trusting warmth of her had nestled. A feeling of being bereft swept over Carrie and, in an effort to fill the vacuum, she took her mobile out of her bag, logged on to Twitter and tweeted about the wonderful family day she was enjoying. At least she’d had no fear of Mark stalking her on Twitter or any social media site after their breakup. Even though he worked for Bizz, a global internet company, he’d always been adamant that he’d never regurgitate the minutiae of his daily life for anyone else’s vicarious consumption.


She heard Mark’s amused voice as though he was sitting on the sofa beside her. ‘You’re addicted to that stuff. I trust you’re not putting out anything about us.’


‘Oh, yeah,’ she’d teased. ‘Our sex life has gone viral. It’s so hot I’m making everyone else jealous and upsetting all my followers.’


‘I can’t abide all that social media crap,’ he’d said, reaching for her and taking her mobile out of her fingers, putting it out of her reach before gathering her in his arms. ‘But I like what you said about the hot sex life.’


In an unguarded moment, she’d been tempted to confide that she’d found social media a very convenient way of connecting with the world at a basic level after her parents’ death. Even if it was just silly comments about television, or opening a bottle of good wine, responses to her tweets had been a connection of sorts, a kind of lifeline, making her feel less alone. And it had been easy to pretend to be happy-go-lucky Carrie behind the anonymity of a Twitter feed, even if she felt blank and empty and had strange, dark circles under her eyes when she looked in the mirror. But she’d let the moment pass and instead of confiding in him, she’d closed her eyes and kissed him back, folding her body tightly into his.


Later, she watched Fiona and Sam laughing together as they gathered up all the baby paraphernalia, the gift bags and christening cards, and took them out to the car. They returned to say their goodbyes, then Sam lifted the tiny, sleeping Lucy, secure in her car seat, and with his other hand in the small of Fiona’s back, they left. Carrie felt curiously empty after they had gone and decided to join her cousins in the bar.


But that turned out to be not such a good idea after all. They’d all heard, of course, of her broken engagement. Fiona’s brothers were there, two of them with their girlfriends, along with more cousins, taking up a roomy booth in a corner of the bar. They smiled almost too brightly at her, before promptly moving around the banquette to make room, shifting coats and bags, taking her jacket and placing it carefully over the pile of coats. Shane, home from London for the weekend, went to the bar to order her a mojito, telling her she looked far too sober.


‘I am the godmother,’ she said.


‘All the more reason to let your hair down now. Godmothers are supposed to have all the fun and none of the work,’ he said, giving her a wink.


Later, Shane walked with her to a taxi. ‘He was awful careless not to hang on to you,’ he said to her quietly. ‘I thought Mark was a sound enough guy.’


‘He was,’ she said, the chilly spring breeze cold on her face after the heat of the hotel. ‘I didn’t give him much of a choice, though. It was my decision to call it all off.’


‘We all want a happy ever after for you, Carrie,’ he said, ‘whatever that might be. After everything you’ve been through you deserve it.’


‘Thanks, Shane,’ she said, getting into the taxi.


The Sullivans were the only people in the world who got away with talking to her like that. Anyone else who demonstrated the slight degree of sympathy towards her was treated to Carrie’s merciless glare and a toss of her dark, wavy hair.


As the taxi swung out of the car park towards the south city, she thought of the empty house ahead of her. It would be exactly as she’d left it that morning, cold and silent, undisturbed. There would be no Mark to share a nightcap with, never mind a laugh and a joke, or to look at the photographs she had taken on her mobile of Lucy. No Mark to say Carrie was beautiful as he peeled off her cream silk dress and matching jacket, or to free her hair, which was caught to one side and clasped in a glittering Swarovski slide so that it cascaded in a dark, glossy wave over her left shoulder. No Mark to cuddle up to in bed or wrap her long legs around or make long, slow and very satisfying love to … to have a friendly, sleepy tiff with over who’d cook brunch the next day, and go out for fresh milk and crusty bread and the Sunday papers. It was amazing how the daily incidentals of a life you shared with someone else could be taken for granted, and how keenly they could be missed.


Carrie’s house was tucked into the middle of a semi-circular cul de sac of terraced houses. ‘Bijou’ is how the auctioneer had described it. This had translated as cramped, but the minute Carrie had walked into it, she knew the house was for her – even if her bookcase had to be squeezed into the hall and the cloakroom was a cubbyhole under the stairs. The sturdy, red-bricked walls seemed to wrap around her, holding her safely in their embrace. The house backed onto the grounds of a big, hundred-year-old church, which could be seen rising up above the six-foot-high wall that ran across the end of her back garden. She got used to the sound of bells echoing out from the church tower at regular intervals. She got used to the birds as well, who were regular visitors to the bird table in the middle of her small patch of a lawn.


As the taxi turned the corner into Faith Crescent, everything was quiet and shadowy, lights glowing here and there from curtained windows. Only her cosy little sanctuary wasn’t just the same as she had left it that morning. The blue light in her alarm box under the eaves was flashing soundlessly. The alarm box that was hanging askew after a late-winter gale. What was the point in turning on an alarm if it didn’t make a sound? Typical of my half-arsed approach to life right now. She’d meant to have it serviced. It was one of the last things Mark had advised her to do before he’d left, but it was something else she’d neglected in the upset of the past few weeks.


‘This your house, love?’ the taxi driver said.


‘Yep,’ she said, checking her bag for her mobile, a sick feeling starting in the pit of her stomach and rising up to her chest.


‘Looks like your alarm’s going off, only I can’t hear it.’


‘The bell is broken,’ she said. ‘I meant to have it fixed.’


‘I’ll wait here until you check the house,’ he said, cutting off the engine.


‘Thank you,’ she said gratefully, wondering if she could ask him to accompany her inside, but that was probably against company health-and-safety regulations or protocol or something. She was thankful when he stepped out from the driver’s seat and waited at the kerb, ready to respond if needed. She left the door wide open as she walked down the short hall and punched in the code for the alarm, extinguishing the flashing blue light. She checked her front room, then her kitchen-cum-dining room, checking the back door.


All was neat and tidy. It didn’t look like anything had been disturbed.


She went back to the hall door. ‘I’m just going upstairs,’ she called out to the taxi man, thinking it was some kind of advance warning in case anyone was prowling about up there.


‘Right you be, love, I’ll wait until you give the all clear,’ he said in a loud voice, obviously on the same wavelength as she was.


Again, all was quiet. Eerily quiet. She scanned her bed with its smooth coverlet, she opened the wardrobes and the dressing-table drawers, but there was nothing out of place. She stood there for a moment trying to pinpoint why she felt uneasy, but nothing jumped out at her. Carrie went back downstairs, out to the pavement, and told the taxi driver it was a false alarm.


‘Glad to hear it, but you’d best get that thing fixed,’ he said good-naturedly as he got back into the driver’s seat. She closed the door and went into the front room, switching on lamps and putting on the television to help break the silence in the house, passing by the framed photograph of her parents on the mantelpiece. Carrie most resembled her mother, but at the moment, she felt like a pale image of the vivacious, dark-haired Sylvie with the beautiful blue eyes smiling out at the world. Beside Sylvie was Carrie’s father, John, the gentle giant with his warm, intelligent eyes, looking happy and contented, his hair flecked with a distinguished-looking silvery grey.


The photo had been taken on their twenty-ninth wedding anniversary, which the three of them had celebrated together, sipping champagne in a Michelin-starred restaurant in the city centre. After that, Sylvie and John had gone on the holiday of a lifetime to continue the anniversary celebrations, but less than a month after the photograph had been taken, they’d perished in a plane crash in South America.


Sometimes Carrie couldn’t help recalling one of the final, fateful conversations she’d had with her mother, a couple of days before her parents had left on their trip – a conversation that she’d puzzled over, wondering what her mother might have meant, telling herself that she was attaching too much significance to it because it happened so close to the accident.


‘We’ve made our will,’ Mum had said. ‘It’s all signed and sealed and with our solicitor. I’ve put a copy with all our papers in the filing cabinet in Dad’s den.’


‘Your will? Come on, Mum, you and Dad will see eighty or ninety. What are you telling me this for?’


‘I fully expect we’ll get to eighty or ninety, and we’ll be flying around on Zimmer frames, driving you mad with our crotchety demands,’ her mum had laughed. ‘But it’s just common sense to have a will made, it saves a lot of red tape, and we should have done it before now.’


‘Yeah, okay,’ Carrie had said. ‘But talk of a will is freaky.’


Her mother smiled and touched her arm lightly. ‘Carrie, relax. It has to be done. There’s something else I must talk to you about, a private matter, but it’ll wait until we’re home.’


‘Oooh – sounds very secretive.’


Her mother’s blue eyes had clouded over, and most unusually for her vivacious mum she’d looked, Carrie remembered, a little sad.


‘It’s rather sensitive and confidential, but you need to know … just in case … something ever happens.’ Her mother had blinked and pulled herself together. ‘It’s history now – in a way, so it’ll keep until we’re home again. Now, does that convince you that I know we’ll be back?’


Carrie couldn’t help recalling the day they’d left – a busy day, full of last-minute packing and preparations, the new suitcases lined up to attention in the hallway, her mum counting down the hours and bubbling over with nervous excitement as she checked things off her list. Cool, confident, know-it-all Carrie, saying they’d be back before they knew it. Then the last smiles, and the final – final – farewell kisses as they’d tumbled out the door of Waldron Avenue into the waiting taxi, in a flurry of anticipation and uncool, brand-new luggage. Carrie on the doorstep, and then her mother’s hand, waving out the taxi window, all the way down Waldron Avenue. Sometimes she still thought of the last sight of her mother’s hand. She wished she could go back in time and run after the taxi and hold it again, press it tightly to her face, and kiss it to bits.


Carrie was the one who’d bought them travel vouchers for their wedding anniversary. She was heading off herself, on a gap year with Fiona, between completing her master’s degree and getting a job. She was the one who’d urged them to take a leaf out of her book, spread their wings, and do something adventurous for once before they were curtailed by the restrictions of their Zimmer frames.


So was it any wonder she felt partly to blame for the way their lives were cut short?




Chapter Three


September 1980


She doesn’t set out to become involved in someone else’s heartache, she has enough to cope with herself, but she finds herself drawn in to his poignant story.


By the time they get back to the shore, Luis is shaking and the cold has gone through to her bones. Even though it is a mellow September evening, the sea breeze heightens the chill of their wet clothes. Still clinging together, she guides him across to the sand dune where she found his shoes. They are now covered by a light dusting of sand. She also sees the collapsible white cane lying beside them, half buried in the sand. She thinks of the items being found by someone searching in vain for Luis, and her heart clenches.


‘Are you okay?’ she asks.


‘No,’ he says.


‘How can I help?’ she asks, unsure what to do next. ‘Tell me what to do, how I can help you. Can I get someone for you?’


The shock that she’d caught Luis moments from taking his life is a trauma that’s beginning to overwhelm her, like icy liquid spreading out from her stomach through all the capillaries into her heart and her limbs. She fights down sudden panic, taking several deep breaths to steady herself. Luis seems to be doing the same, breathing heavily and slouched forward as though he’s just completed a marathon. She doesn’t know how he arrived here or how he’ll find his way back to wherever he came from. She doesn’t know if she should escort him home safely to make sure he gets there. Has he been missed by anyone already? She’s terrified he might head back into the sea if she leaves him. She releases her grip of him long enough to squeeze drops of seawater from her damp hair and put it into a knot and she pulls her dripping top away from her body.


He sits down on the sand and rests his elbows on his knees, dropping his face into his hands. ‘No, there’s no one.’


She sits down beside him and risks putting her arm around his waist. He doesn’t brush it off and she tightens her hold.


‘Were you really going to slip away from everyone like that?’


‘Yes. Until I heard you calling for help, and …’ He shakes his head. ‘Can we just sit like this for a few minutes?’


‘Of course,’ she says. She’s doing something right, and a rush of gratitude fills her chest.


‘Tell me about you,’ he asks. ‘The girl with the soft voice.’


‘Except for when I’m yelling at you,’ she says, risking a joke. ‘What do you want to know?’


‘Who you are? Where you live? What you do?’


She tries to think of what is safe to tell him. She takes a deep breath. ‘I’m Sylvie Cassidy, from Willow Hill, a couple of miles from here. I’ve been living in Dublin for the past two years. What do I do? I’m a school teacher, but I’m staying back home for a while because I’m helping to look after my mother, who has had an operation.’


‘You must have a kind heart to match your kind voice.’


‘She’s my mother. I’m happy to help out.’


‘Yes, mothers are special.’ There is a long silence; he fidgets with his hands, clenching and unclenching his fists, and she senses he is waging some kind of internal battle. She waits, leaning against him, her arm brushing his, letting him know she is there by his side.


Then he lifts his head. ‘I’ve lost my mother.’


She’s not exactly sure how fluent his English is. She’s half-hoping that he means he has lost contact with his mother or that she is no longer talking to him. That way, there would be some hope of reconciliation. He sounds so sad that she guesses the worst has happened and his mother has died.


‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘That must be hard.’


‘I was with her in the car when it happened. I don’t remember anything. I woke up in hospital four days later – and I could no longer see.’


His blunt words outlining the scale of his personal tragedy take her breath away for a minute. ‘Luis.’ She reaches out, grasps his hand and holds it tightly. ‘How sad. When did this happen?’


‘Early last year. I cannot … the time, it is nothing.’ He grips her hand in return, holding so tightly she thinks he might break her fingers. ‘I don’t want you to feel sorry for me, I could not stand that.’


‘Have you anyone else in your family?’ Surely he had other family and friends? And surely someone would have noticed his distress?


‘Just my father. His heart is broken. I will not talk to him either. I am sometimes very angry. Some days I shout and throw things. Some days I do not get out of bed. I shut out my friends because it is easier. Some of them … ignore me, they don’t know what to say. They are embarrassed. My father is now very busy with his work, to distract him. He should have been with us and there might have been no accident if he’d been driving.’


Two men, raw with grief, unable to open their hearts.


‘You don’t know what might have happened had your father been there. At least you still have each other. I know some of what you’re going through.’


‘How could you?’ he asks angrily.


‘I’ve lost loved ones too. People who were close to me. I know what it’s like to have your heart broken into tiny pieces,’ she says, her voice thick with emotion. ‘Does your father know you wanted to end it all?’ she asks, changing the subject before she says too much.


‘No, if he did he would try to stop me.’


‘Then he must love you. So you are worth something. And I’m here for you,’ she says. ‘How old are you?’


‘I’m nineteen.’


‘Do you want to talk about your mother?’


‘No.’


‘Where are you from? You’re not Irish.’


‘I’m from Switzerland. Geneva originally, but we live in Lucerne now.’


‘You speak very good English.’


His accent is very attractive, sexy almost, but she isn’t about to tell him that.


‘My grandmother was English. We speak English as well as French and German.’


‘How come you’re here, in Cork?’ she asks, feeling her way cautiously.


‘I’m with my father. He’s a scientist and he’s helping with research and giving some lectures in the hospital in Cork.’


‘It is just the two of you?’


‘Yes, most days my father goes to the hospital. We have a housekeeper who comes every day until the afternoon. She cooks and cleans and makes sure I have everything, and then my father is home at six. We’ve been here for two weeks already, and will be staying almost another two weeks. My father thought it would be good for us to be near the sea, with the fresh air and the sound of the waves.’


He falls silent. Is he thinking about his father arriving home to an empty house?


‘So you must be staying close to the beach?’


‘Yes, it’s just a short walk.’


‘It’s not the big house up behind us? At the end of the track?’


‘It’s very near because I can hear the sea through the windows and it was easy to find my way to the beach.’


‘Then you …’ she hesitates, a little puzzled. ‘Is that the house the music comes from?’


He lets go of her hand and rubs his face.


‘Yes.’


‘Then you must have heard it?’


‘I have. It’s me.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘I play the music.’


‘You?’ She stares at him, disbelief clouding her mind, finding it hard to equate the uplifting sound with the downcast, bedraggled man sitting beside her. ‘You mean you’re the pianist?’


‘Yes.’


‘I don’t believe you,’ she splutters. ‘How dare you.’


‘How dare I what?’ He lowers his hands and straightens up, alert, clearly surprised by the tone of her voice.


She’s unable to curb her anger. ‘How dare you throw all that away. Have you any idea how good you are? Or the difference you were making? For God’s sake, I can’t believe you were about to … end all that. And me, the big eejit, asking you if you had anything to live for or anything to go back to? What could be better than that? I’m raging with you.’


‘Raging?’


‘Furious. Cross. Very, very angry.’


She tries to swallow back tears but they are pooling in her eyes. ‘I know it’s terrible that you lost your mother and can no longer see. But there are people who can help you when you’re feeling down, if you let them. You’re still alive. You can smell and touch and hear, and you still have a heart and can feel things, and there’s no reason why you can’t love.’


‘Maybe I don’t want to be alive like this … it’s frightening.’


Her heart is heavy, but instead of commiserating with him, she rounds on him. ‘That’s great, Luis. Are you telling me I risked my life to get you out of the sea for nothing? And at a funeral, say, you’d prefer to be the one lying cold and stiff in the coffin instead of being the person helping everyone else by playing some wonderful music?’


Suddenly she is bawling her eyes out, overcome with all the emotion of the evening.


‘Sylvie – don’t.’ Luis reaches out his arm and she feels it curving around her shaking shoulders.


‘Leave me alone,’ she says.


‘Sylvie—’


‘Stop.’


‘You don’t understand—’


‘No, I don’t. People die all the time, Luis. In car crashes like your mum, in all sorts of other accidents. They die of sickness and old age. They die young of cancer. They leave behind broken-hearted families. Have you ever seen anyone fighting for their life? Struggling to breathe, hoping to live, praying there might be a cure? Bargaining with God that the call from the doctor or the specialist won’t bring bad news. Knowing helplessly there is nothing they can do while their precious life ebbs away. And you – someone who is mostly whole and healthy and can play music that’s sparkling and wonderful and brilliant and beautiful – want to throw that life away? Sorry, but no, I don’t understand. So I’m furious and annoyed and very, very cross with you. And I don’t care if that’s not what you want to hear.’


She sits there on the sand in her wet clothes, hugging her knees, crying freely. He leaves his arm curled around her. After a while, she calms a little, hiccups, falls silent. Her hair is ruffling in the breeze, she tastes salt on her lips. Then Luis takes his arm away and says, ‘Sylvie, I need you to do something.’


‘What?’ she asks, her voice sounding hoarse. He feels around for his sports shoes and scrabbles in the sand for something. He picks up a collapsible white cane.


‘I need you to guide me home. Please.’


She knows by his tone of voice there is a hidden meaning in his words.


‘Sure,’ she says, standing up in her stiff, damp clothes, wiping her eyes. She links her arm through his and they walk across the dunes and down the track to the house at the end. It’s far bigger than any of the other holiday homes, surrounded by landscaped gardens, and with a generous balcony wrapping around the upper storey, which must, she guesses, have fantastic views of the sea. They go in through the back gate and when they reach the back door, she pauses.


‘It’s open,’ he says.


She opens the door and Luis folds up his cane and uses the tips of his fingers to guide his way through.


‘Thank you,’ he says, turning back to her. ‘Are you still angry with me?’


She feels deflated now, wiped out after the drama and emotion. ‘No, not angry, just annoyed and sad that, well, you’re wasting something so good. Please talk to someone, your father … anyone. When will he be home?’


‘Soon enough.’


‘You’d better change out of those clothes and so should I. Have a hot bath or something.’


‘Can we talk? Tomorrow? We could meet on the beach.’


She thinks quickly. It wasn’t part of her plan. Meeting Luis today was a huge distraction and she needs the solitude of the beach. But neither can she leave him like this. ‘My mother goes for a rest every evening, so I have a little time to myself and I often come out for some fresh air but is the beach a good idea?’


‘I won’t do anything stupid.’


‘I don’t know that for sure.’


‘You have my promise. You have made me stop and think. But I’d like to talk to you some more.’


‘I’ll meet you on one condition. Don’t tell anyone about me, okay?’


‘Who is there to tell?’


‘I mean it, Luis. Nobody must know … not a soul.’


‘Agreed. You can be my mystery lady. There was something else you said, when we were out in the sea. You talked about something to live for … like a woman’s kiss. So I’d be very happy if you kissed me, Sylvie Cassidy.’


A kiss. Just a kiss. Is it okay for a married woman to kiss a younger man in these exceptional circumstances? She wonders when he was last kissed. She tries not to think about the last time she was kissed. She blots it out of her head and leans into him, resting her hands on the tautness of his waist to balance herself. He puts a hand on her shoulder and slides it tenderly up to her face. Their mouths come together in a kiss that surprises her, for it is gentle and sensual all at once, and it fills her up in a way no kiss has ever done before.


Even though she is shivering, she waits at the end of the back garden until she hears a car approach along the headland and pull in to the driveway at the front of the house. His father is home.




Chapter Four


‘I want to hear your side of the story,’ Carrie said to Tara, the sales assistant sitting in front of her.


Tara took a sip of water from the glass Carrie had left out. It was a Wednesday afternoon and they had the office in Jade’s city centre HQ to themselves as her colleagues Shelley and Elena were out at a trade event with Steve Boyle, Jade’s CEO. They would be suitably wined and dined, Shelley had said with glee. As a marketing executive in charge of the North Dublin region, where Jade’s chic boutiques and glitzy concessions were dotted in prime shopping locations, Shelley saw herself as Carrie’s main rival – and treated her job as if her life depended on it. She looked adoringly at Steve, peppering her conversations with a range of enthusiastic sound bites, such as mission statement, results-driven, synergy on the ground. What Shelley didn’t know was that Carrie simply struggled to get through the days sometimes. Carrie had watched Shelley prancing out of the office before lunch and tried not to think about the quarter bottle of white wine loitering in the fridge and the frozen chicken curry she’d be microwaving that evening, never mind the reason why her name hadn’t been on the invitation list.


‘Sometimes, Carrie, we feel you’re not as dedicated to your role as you could be,’ Steve had said to her after a recent meeting. ‘You might need to re-invigorate your personal vision statement.’


Carrie had felt her eyes glazing over. ‘Absolutely, Steve.’


His lips had formed a thin line. ‘You’re obviously very clever, to judge by your qualifications, but we’d like to see you breaking out of that – um – detached shell you sometimes wear and engaging with the core business values of Jade in a more committed way.’


Committed? Hadn’t Steve realised who he was talking to? The safe, detached, engagement-free and very risk-averse Carrie Cassidy.


Mark …


‘I haven’t done anything wrong,’ Tara said belligerently, bringing Carrie back to the present. ‘The customer came in on Monday morning looking for a refund for a luxury gown that I know she’d already worn. The Diane model. One of our more expensive.’


Carrie nodded her head. The Diane dress retailed for four hundred and fifty euro. An intricate mix of raw silk and cotton, it was one of their key statement pieces in the spring-summer catalogue.


‘She had a receipt,’ Tara said, ‘but the tags were missing and the dress was stained with makeup around the neckline, and there were splashes of drink on the skirt. I pointed this out to her and explained our refund policy, then all hell broke loose.’


Carrie made some squiggles on her pad and looked back at Tara. ‘What do you mean by “all hell broke loose”?’


‘The customer began to shout and roar at me,’ Tara said, her cheeks reddening. ‘She threatened to report me to head office …’ Her eyes darted to the printed email on Carrie’s desk. ‘Which she did, obviously. I stayed calm and repeated the company’s refund policy as politely as I could. Look, Carrie, you get to know after a while who’s genuine and who’s trying it on, and she certainly was – trying it on. She probably wore that dress to a wedding at the weekend and decided she didn’t want to wear the same dress twice. And she wanted the refund back in her credit card account before the bill came in … I’ve seen it all before.’


Carrie made a few desultory notes on her pad. She knew that Tara was probably right, but what she wanted to ask Tara was why she cared so much. Another assistant might have just turned a blind eye to the stains, handed over the refund and saved themselves all this angst.


‘So what happened next?’ Carrie asked.


Tara sat up straighter, gathering her dignity about her. ‘I said there was nothing we could do for her, it was company policy, the dress was not in a saleable condition, and she demanded to see the supervisor.’ Tara’s eyes darkened. ‘After a while Niamh came along and handed over the refund, and, well, we had words.’


‘Words?’ Carrie raised an eyebrow.


Tara shrugged. ‘I was completely undermined, Carrie.’


Carrie pretended to be making more notes. Her job as an area manager for the South Dublin region was supposed to be about initiating strategies to grow the company’s luxury reputation and ramp it up, but all too often she found herself embroiled in the fallout of customer complaints, where they had been escalated to head office. I don’t need this, Carrie decided. It certainly wasn’t adding any benefit to her life, but she couldn’t walk out of another job. She’d been careful with her parents’ legacy but it wouldn’t support her indefinitely. Besides, even if her job irritated her at times, she needed the distraction it provided, the basic requirement to get out of bed each day, have a shower, button herself into a suit, and leave her house on Faith Crescent to face the world and be part of the human race. Otherwise she’d probably spend her time slobbing around the safe confines of her small terraced home in a three-year-old grey tracksuit or, on really bad days, her comfy chain-store PJs and shabby rabbit slippers, beans on toast her main meal of the day.


‘Tara, you know the best thing is for you and Niamh to come to a workable solution. I don’t want to have to pass this up the line or you could be looking at suspension without pay.’


Tara smiled ruefully. ‘I knew you’d be on their side. The management. Those beautiful people in their ivory towers.’


Carrie ignored her comment. Tara was probably right, but she didn’t have the heart to tell her that some of the management just didn’t want to be there. ‘From now on, if you’re in any doubt, or if you think the customer is going to give you hassle, call the supervisor first. Let them take the heat.’


‘Sure, Carrie, that’ll be every ten minutes. You’re going to be very popular with the supervisors if you spread that message around.’


‘Let me deal with that,’ Carrie said. Steve Boyle would love her even more.


‘Still, I need my job to pay the bills,’ Tara said as she rose to her feet. ‘But how do you think I feel about Niamh making a fool of me?’


‘I can only deal with the facts of the case,’ Carrie said, ignoring her slight discomfort that she wasn’t depending on her job to pay the bills. ‘Feelings can get in the way and you have to sidestep them.’


Carrie was tempted to tell Tara that feelings can be dangerous, they can suck you dry and leach through to your bones, making you feel frozen and immobile, so they were better off buried and forgotten about. That’s something I am a pro at, Carrie thought ruefully as Tara left the office. She stared across the room, out through the window. It had started to rain, April showers misting the window, distorting the view she had of the tree outside that was fuzzed with tiny leaf buds. John and Sylvie Cassidy would surely be proud of their daughter, sitting at her pale-ash desk in Jade HQ, her trim figure in a charcoal-grey suit, her dark hair caught in a clasp at the back of her head, looking the picture of professionalism. No one knew better than she did how far she’d sidestepped the sadness that could have engulfed her. By now, Carrie’s heart was toughened enough to withstand anything. After all, she’d learned the hard way.


* * *


When her parents died so unexpectedly, one of the things Carrie found most difficult to accept was that they’d only travelled so far away because she had decided to take a year out and head off backpacking with Fiona, who’d just been made redundant from her executive job in a pharmaceutical company. ‘I’m twenty-five,’ she said. ‘You’ll be relieved to hear I’m finally growing up and cutting the apron strings. It’s about time I saw the world before I settle down to the daily grind of earning a living.’


‘At last,’ her dad joked. ‘Thought we’d never be rid of you.’


All through college, Carrie had lived in the roomy family home on Waldron Avenue, south County Dublin, studying for her degree and then her master’s qualification in Business and Marketing, working in a city-centre boutique at the weekends and college holidays.


‘You should follow my example and spread your wings this year,’ she said.


‘We’ll think about it,’ her mother replied.


‘Do you mean you might go as far as another continent?’ Carrie laughed. It was a standing joke between them that her parents had always played safe when it came to holidays. All of Carrie’s childhood holidays had been spent in Cork, her schoolteacher mother off during the summer months and coming down with her senior civil-servant father, joining them at weekends. Then when she was fifteen or sixteen, they started holidaying abroad, sticking close to home, mostly mainland Europe, always bringing Carrie and Fiona along with them.


‘Freebie for you,’ her dad would say. ‘You might as well take it while you can get it.’


‘Surely I’m a bit too old for parental freebies?’ she would answer, as one year rolled into the next. She was twenty … twenty-one … twenty-two …


‘We’ll call a halt soon enough and kick you into touch,’ her dad would say.


‘But if we keep out of each other’s hair …?’ Carrie would reply.


‘I think that’s a given,’ her dad would answer with a laugh in his voice.


Another of their standing jokes was that booking one bedroom between them would have been enough as they could have taken it in shifts. Carrie and Fiona were usually heading out for a night’s partying while her parents were arriving home to go to bed. Then her parents were heading out for a walk on the beach or a day trip somewhere when Carrie and Fiona were falling into bed.


She’d never guessed how swiftly those holidays would come to an end.


Nobody outside the family quite understood how close-knit Carrie and her parents were. Years earlier, when her dad had been helping with her maths homework, and she’d been wrestling with Venn diagrams, he’d taken a page of her copybook and drawn a large circle.


‘This is me and your mum,’ he’d said. ‘There’s no beginning and no ending. No part of us that exists outside of the other. Well, maybe just a bit when Mum goes out with her friends and I go golfing … but this is all of us.’ Then he had drawn a slightly smaller circle inside the big circle. ‘And this is you, Carrie,’ he’d said. ‘You’re part of us, and always with us.’


She’d never understood the rebellious phases some of her school mates had gone through because she’d never felt the need to behave like that. ‘The three musketeers,’ her dad called them. ‘The three amigos,’ her mum had said. So lots of summers during those student years, while her college mates went to America on J1s or headed off to save the whales, Carrie was happy to relax on the beaches of France or Spain, her parents in the background and Fiona with her to party the night away. Until that final, fatal trip.


At first it was great. Two days after her parents left on their holiday of a lifetime, Carrie and Fiona flew out from Dublin to Heathrow and on to Kuala Lumpur on the first leg of their journey. Full of excitement, Carrie emailed photos to them and Sylvie and John emailed photos of their adventures. But then, the apron strings had been severed for good in a way Carrie never expected.


Carrie and Fiona were in New Zealand when the call came through from Fiona’s father, Sean. To this day, Carrie pulled a veil over what happened over the next few months. But certain things stood out like beacons in her mind’s eye – Sean and Evelyn coming out to New Zealand to be with her and to help her and Fiona make the difficult journey back to Ireland and the overriding feeling that she was moving around under thick, heavy water the whole time, her movements so slow and lethargic, her responses muffled by the weight of that smothering water. After they returned to Ireland, Sean and Evelyn had gone out to South America, while Carrie stayed in their house in Cork, not moving, not talking, not crying. Fiona and her cousins stepping delicately around her, terrified of meeting her eyes.


The unreality of standing in the airport chapel, when the remains of whatever was left of her parents were eventually flown home to Cork. She dug her nails into her palm while the priest local to Willow Hill said prayers over the closed caskets. Remains? Her parents? No way. Not the John and Sylvie Cassidy who had breezed through life in Waldron Avenue. It was all a massive joke and they were just hiding somewhere. The caskets stayed closed, but Sean told her that Sylvie and John had looked peaceful when he’d identified them in the mortuary in Brazil. He was only being kind, she knew. How could there have been anything left to identify?


She watched dispassionately, as though she was watching a movie in a foreign language, as the caskets were lowered into the earth in a graveyard close to Willow Hill with a view of the sea, where the breeze came in small, lively flurries and ruffled the tips of the far-off waves as well as the funeral wreaths. Funnily enough, the sight of the flowers turned a knife in Carrie’s chest. Her dad had bought her mother flowers every birthday and anniversary. Her mum had always looked surprised and delighted. It was inconceivable to think her mum would never get flowers again.


She stayed in Cork while Sean and Evelyn went up to Waldron Avenue and put it to rights, sorting out the paperwork. They dealt with red tape, the accountants and solicitors, and brought back clothes for Carrie and things for her to sign. After a few months, when Sean and Evelyn were finally convinced that Carrie would never return to Waldron Avenue, and when Carrie agreed that there was no point in leaving it empty, they went back to Dublin and spent a few days locking family belongings safely away in a small room in Waldron Avenue, bringing more important documents back to their house in Cork for safekeeping. Then they arranged to let the house. A young professional family, they told Carrie, who wanted a long lease. It just meant more things for her to sign. She couldn’t even bear to look at the address at the top of the documents. She just scribbled her name on the bottom line.


She moved back to Dublin with Fiona, sharing an apartment as close to the city centre as possible, so that she wouldn’t have to be near the neighbourhood of the family home.


Carrie got a job as a receptionist in a building supplies firm, thanks to Sean putting in a word for her. It was far below what she was qualified to do, but all she could handle at the time and jobs were scarce. She told herself she could be worse off, that she was lucky to have had her wonderful parents for as long as she had. In the evenings, Fiona tempted her out – salsa classes, yoga, Spanish for beginners, wine tasting. When Carrie didn’t see the point of her job any more, and got fed up with customers quibbling about the shade of their fireplace paint or the thickness of their kitchen worktop or the finished glaze on their bathroom floor tiles, she left.


‘You do realise we’re in the middle of a recession?’ her manager said, looking at her as though she had two heads when she handed in her notice.


She held his gaze and resisted telling him that lots of people were stony broke, they could hardly put food on the table, and it seemed ridiculous to be arguing over the degree of gloss on a bathroom tile. She resisted telling him she didn’t really need that much money, that her parents had left her well provided for.


Eventually, she got a job as a medical receptionist in a busy, city-centre practice. Carrie had continued to shun any kind of relationship, but Fiona met Sam. The medical receptionist job lasted six months. Carrie was fired when she snapped at a woman who was demanding an immediate appointment because she was dying of the flu.


‘What exactly did you say?’ Fiona had asked when Carrie came home from work in high dudgeon and pulled the cork out of a bottle of wine, sloshing some into a glass.


‘I told her she couldn’t really be dying of the flu. If she was, she’d be too weak to call the doctor. You should have heard her, Fi, she wanted me to push other people – genuinely sick people – aside, just so she could jump the queue. Besides, all she needed was bed rest and hot fluids. I told her that but she was having none of it.’


She went on the dole for a while. Queuing up once a month to sign on didn’t bother her: she had too much time on her hands, and spent a lot of that in bed. Until Fiona dragged her out of bed one morning, telling her she’d made an appointment for Carrie to get her hair done and that she wasn’t to come back to the apartment until she’d looked for a job.
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