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				PART ONE

				March 2007

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Tuesday 13th, 1 a.m.

				The echo that reverberated from the high-vaulted ceiling, after he used a crowbar to force open the door of this derelict building near the seafront, reminded him of somewhere closer to home, a place he was careful never to return to, even in dreams. The stale air brought him back in time; the uncomfortable silence, the mildewed walls layered in cobwebs patrolled by bloated spiders, the judgemental sense of ghosts observing him amid the dissipated grandeur. Outside, on the deserted road, the night air smelt of salt. His nostrils could always detect this coastal infusion that locals rarely noticed. He had been twenty-five before he saw an ocean. He disliked this tang: it brought back a sea voyage he was determined to put behind him. But when he entered these deserted premises and discreetly closed the door, the mouldy air conjured up memories from which there was no escape.

				This Victorian building was the sort of structure into which people could be herded. Old men in long coats made to kneel in one corner, a handful of terrified mothers clutching children tight, toothless grandmothers mutely staring into space as if nothing that might occur here could match previous misfortunes endured decades ago. Cowed villagers who only dared to raise their heads when the bullying voices and taunts stopped, when footsteps retreated, when the click of a steel padlock that sealed an old cinema door from outside gave way to merciful silence. A respite from the men who had hurt them with boots or rifle butts, from threats of mutilation or rape. A silence broken only by a child’s muffled whimper, by the departing sounds of the trucks that had ferried the militia to this village, by a crackling hiss, a spurt so soft it was barely audible at first. Then it grew unmistakably into the whisper of fire taking hold. The sound became interlaced with screams from within the cinema as the people locked inside it realised that it was being torched.

				He knew that this building in Dublin had not witnessed such screams. Similar horrors never occurred in Ireland. Irish people did not possess the guarded look that hinted at secrets too raw to be spoken of. They smiled too easily, although their smiles were a tactic to keep strangers at bay. Irish history consisted of sporadic historical squabbles which bearded men in pubs droned on about, describing skirmishes in post offices and cowardly shots fired into the skulls of unsuspecting policemen as if such petty assassinations were battles that should fascinate him. Irish drinkers revelled in revealing these nuggets from their national narrative, like infants displaying turds in a chamber pot, anticipating exaggerated praise for the feat.

				But the businessman who owned this building did not concern himself with history. Paul Hughes had no interest in his real name, or where he came from. Such a man was invisible to Hughes, and the other men Hughes whored him out to, except as a trusted pair of hands willing to undertake discreet tasks at a cut-price rate. They liked the fact that he rarely spoke, and he appreciated their failure of curiosity, the way they only engaged with the present. In the present tense they had a role for him: to dig foundations and plaster walls so that new apartment blocks could arise. Occasionally, like now, they also needed him to make the past disappear.

				In recent months Hughes had dragged old mattresses into this building as an invitation to squatters, but he doubted if anyone had ever slept here. He would, however, check each room: he wanted no murder of a tramp or junkie on his conscience. His conscience had no room left to be lumbered with additional burdens, and besides, he was his own commander here; no longer young, no longer scared and no longer acting under manipulative instructions. The mattresses were also dumped here because mattresses burn easily. Boxes of documents were similarly now strewn about, company ledgers, invoice books, receipts – papers that were not only highly flammable, but possibly inflammatory. Such papers were not his concern. There would be no work for foreigners like him if Irishmen did not possess secrets. And he had no shortage of work, because the Irish were too posh to even burn their own past. Every night for the past week Hughes would have sat at a penthouse window anticipating the sight of flames, but he had explained that the wind must be exactly right to make a conflagration unstoppable. It was important to sound authoritative and prolong the waiting so that clients considered him worth the money.

				Now that he had started he wanted the job swiftly done. Kicking open the doors, he shouted before entering each room. If any down-and-out was asleep, the noise would wake them. The living held no fear for him: he had the crowbar up one sleeve and a knife in his jacket. He sprinkled petrol as he walked. The motion brought back a memory of how his mother had longed for him to be ordained as a child. It reminded him of a time when his family needed to share a toilet with six other families, when he used to pretend that the tap water he sprinkled against the walls of the foul-smelling privy was holy water. A time when religion was dangerous. A time he now felt annoyed with himself for remembering as he kicked open the final door on the landing.

				Tomorrow this gutted building would be condemned as unsafe, despite the protests of locals, who had campaigned to have it preserved. He could not understand the objections of such people in smug homes: people who paid peanuts to cleaners and nannies. The demolition of this building would provide months of work for men like him, with more work arising from the construction of apartment blocks here. Since acquiring this building, Hughes had rendered it uninhabitable by degrees. But for over a century it had been home to hosts of different people. He could sense their eyes as he soaked the final mattress with petrol. The curtains in this last room once possessed a distinguishable colour, but as he drew them shut he watched his white gloves turn black with dust. For the first time he hesitated, reluctant to turn and confront the watching eyes. He was unsure if they were Irish ghosts from this dwelling or the ghosts who had travelled here inside his head, phantoms who gathered every time he held a lit match aloft.

				With his back turned, he struck the match and raised it up. The ghosts just needed to brush against him and this flame would fall from his grasp. There could be no escape: the whole building would ignite. His flesh would catch fire like those herded souls trapped in a place to which he could never return. The flame, however, remained steady, no unliving breath diverting it. When the match almost burnt down to his fingers he extinguished it and turned to walk slowly back out onto the landing. The watchers had not taken up his challenge, but he was not alone: more ghosts than ever thronged each doorway. He felt strangely pure, the way he used to feel as a boy when a priest secretly heard his confession. Halfway down the main staircase he stopped to light a cigarette. Taking a pull, he breathed in the smell of nicotine, richer than incense. Then he tossed the cigarette behind his shoulder, hearing the soft whoosh of petrol igniting on the landing. There was no time to look back: he needed to reach the door quickly and slip out onto the pavement. He had a sense of being watched, but this sense had been imbued into him for two decades, and it would look suspicious to check behind him. So he calmly walked the short distance to the main street of Blackrock, where late-night drinkers would not notice the features of an outsider like him, with his cropped hair and unsmiling face. Behind him on the landing the ghosts were burning, with distorted faces and hideous screams so high pitched that not even the local dogs could hear them. He refused to quicken his step, but also refused to look back in case their souls had been illuminated into shimmering flesh, in case he discovered whether they were Irish ghosts or the ghosts who had tormented him on his journey inside the sealed container that was finally opened in Rosslare port, where customs officials, whose beams of torchlight blinded him, had let him shield his eyes and step down. They had fed him while politely declining to believe the lies he fed them. But they had allowed him enough space to disappear and to invent this new identity for himself in Ireland.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Ronan

				Sunday 11th, 11 p.m.

				‘Watch the sky next week,’ Paul Hughes murmured to Ronan when they found themselves standing together on the smoking terrace of the Playwright Inn on Newtownpark Avenue. ‘Red sky at night will definitely not mean An Taisce’s delight.’ Hughes winked. ‘My mum’s old friends keep themselves young by lodging planning objections to everything. Maybe, just once, they need to glimpse the majesty of the Northern Lights.’

				It was typical of Hughes’s sly bravado to drop this oblique hint – sober behind the camouflage of several double vodkas with Slimline tonic – as the two middle-aged former Blackrock College classmates stood far from prying ears. All men were only equal when pissing into urinals or stretched on mortuary slabs. Ireland’s smoking ban had initiated a third sphere of equality: pub smokers thrown together under awnings like ostracised sinners, momentarily separated from their drinking cliques. A smoking terrace was a non-aligned zone where a humble chartered surveyor like Ronan could inhale the same secondary smoke as a multi-millionaire property developer like Hughes.

				Hughes’s wry tone as he absent-mindedly inhaled on a small cigar left Ronan unable to decipher why he was being forewarned. The heritage trust, An Taisce, was leading local objections to Hughes’s plans to demolish a Victorian building near the seafront. But local objections would cease if an accidental blaze rendered the site derelict. Travellers might move in, or junkies could start using it as a heroin shooting alley. Hughes must be letting Ronan know his plan for a reason. There had to be something in it for Ronan, maybe assisting with an insurance assessment or helping to draft a resubmitted planning application. Tycoons like Hughes had a motive behind everything they did or said.

				‘You’re a lucky man,’ Hughes added casually. ‘Your new wife is one of the most beautiful creatures I’ve ever seen.’

				‘Kim has a lovely personality.’ Ronan’s tone was wary, though he would have appreciated the compliment from another man.

				‘Indeed.’ Hughes stared serenely ahead. ‘Her personalities were the first two things I noticed about her.’

				Ronan wanted to punch him. But then again, he had been longing to punch Hughes for twenty years, ever since discovering that Hughes had once dated Ronan’s first wife, Miriam, at sixteen. Miriam always laughed and claimed that nothing happened because the teenage Hughes was so nervous that he would have enjoyed more success defusing car bombs than undoing bra straps. Why was Hughes dropping hints now about a forthcoming fire? Was it to give Ronan the chance to inform the police as a staunch citizen, or to remind him that he occupied such a peripheral role on the outer fringe of the interconnected circles of money which dominated Dublin that whatever he knew was inconsequential?

				Hughes seemed to be waiting for Ronan to speak. So, to change the subject, Ronan asked about his mother. It was years since Ronan had seen Mrs Hughes, but he retained boyhood memories of once being invited to play tennis on the grass court beside the orchard that occupied half an acre of the vast garden surrounding her Edwardian house off Newtownpark Avenue. The developer turned to gaze at him, and Ronan realised that Hughes had deliberately followed him out onto the smoking terrace.

				‘Mum is lonely,’ Hughes said. ‘Shaky on her feet, but too proud to use a stairlift, even though I’ve offered to install one. Her circulatory problems are bad enough, but she gets depressed rattling around that old house with rotting windows and a vast jungle for a garden. I pay a Polish care worker to come in, but Mum is convinced the girl is stealing from her, though nothing goes missing. She just keeps losing everything: her car keys, her purse, her tablets…. She spends half the night roaming around those cold rooms on her walking stick, refusing to wear the alarm pendant I got her. If she falls, I’ve no way of knowing. It would kill me to find her some morning at the foot of the stairs. It’s a pity she can’t find a single-storey town house within walking distance of Blackrock village, close to the church and the coffee shops, where she could meet old friends.’

				‘There are lots of nice apartments,’ Ronan suggested.

				Hughes shook his head. ‘Apartments are for Poles and proles. Most are bought by investors, which means that I’d never know what skangers might wind up blaring rap music beside her. We need to find her a discreet bungalow tucked away at the end of someone’s garden.’

				Hughes stared at Ronan, as if waiting for the penny to drop.

				‘I like my back garden,’ Ronan said. ‘Besides, I’ve extended my house so much I’ve barely room for a pergola.’

				‘But have you looked on Google Earth? Your neighbour … what’s his name … the civil servant who was in school with us … he’s got plenty of room.’

				‘You may be able to buy his house,’ Ronan said. ‘Chris is bidding at an auction next Wednesday.’

				‘So the auctioneer tells me.’ Hughes laughed. ‘It wouldn’t feel like a Blackrock auction without your neighbour sweating in the front row. His nickname among the estate agents is Mr Underbidder. On Wednesday he’ll live up to his name again.’

				‘Are you saying he has no chance of getting that house?’

				‘He can get the house, but not on Wednesday. If Chris is clever and accepts your help, then maybe in a few months’ time it can be his, but only after it has briefly had another owner. I can arrange that if you can persuade him to do me a favour. You would be helping him and helping me, and naturally also yourself.’ Hughes stubbed out his cigar. ‘Nobody should ever leave the table unfed.’

				So it was that Ronan didn’t smash in Paul Hughes’s face, despite his sly remark about Kim’s breasts. They were mature adults. In Ireland only small fry acquired business by advertising in the Golden Pages. Serious business sought you out on the smoking terrace of upmarket pubs, or when businessmen chanced to stand together, publicly displaying stoic patience as their wives tried on clothes in BT2 in the Dundrum Shopping Centre, or availed themselves of the complimentary services of an in-store style advisor when shopping at Coast by appointment.

				Ronan listened to Hughes’s plan and explained the logistical difficulties. Hughes expressed confidence that Ronan would find ways to sidestep any such problems, reminding him how everyone respected him as a man who made difficulties disappear. Ronan would be helping two old school friends, one desperate to buy a house, and the other unable to persuade his stubbornly independent mother to use a stairlift and avoid risking a crippling fall. They didn’t shake hands: such gestures belonged to cattle dealers at marts. Instead they put their heads together to share a match as they lit another smoke. Then each stared companionably ahead, contemplating the steps required for them to fulfil their side of the bargain.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Chris

				Tuesday 13th, 1.30 a.m.

				Chris noticed the flames shortly after arriving home, when he had undressed for bed but instead crept up the dark stairs to feel close to Alice, though he knew that no welcome awaited him in the bedroom they once shared. At such moments he realised how desperately he still needed her, despite the flinty words they sparked off each other and their terse, simmering silences. Twenty years had not taught him how to avoid the creaking floorboard on the bend of the stairs. The noise sounded loud, but every sensation felt magnified at this hour, including his desire to be held. Maybe he only craved such intimacy now because he no longer felt needed. By being too focused on trying to mind Alice when she was invalided after a car accident, he had missed out on Ireland’s bonanza years, with neighbours exploiting tax incentives to acquire buy-to-let apartments in Leitrim or becoming absentee landlords in countries that hadn’t existed when he and Alice purchased this small terraced house, just before the Berlin Wall came down. 

				Chris reached the landing, shaded in sepia moonlight through the open bathroom door. This muffled silvery light made the landing appear frozen in time. It was how Chris felt. Downstairs a fold-out sofa awaited him, a ticking clock and a half-finished bottle of wine. He didn’t want to drink any more. But sleep refused to come when he yearned for a fleeting embrace so that the silky after-feel of Alice’s skin would linger on his own when he returned to the temporary bed that had become a permanent fixture in their lives over the past six months.

				At that moment the bathroom window started to resemble a stained-glass artwork lit by a flickering glow. Red threads of glow-worms flitted across the bathroom tiles. A building must be on fire, somewhere near the seafront, not far from where Chris had spent the previous hour standing outside the Victorian house with the long back garden up for auction tomorrow. One part of him hoped that the fire was coming from that house, so that this decision might be taken from him, with only a smouldering ruin left. He would be the chief suspect, however. This was the eighth consecutive night that Chris had stood, staring in through the windows, torturously pondering his decision.

				The vendor always left the blinds raised in the two enormous front sash windows to display the high, imposing ceilings, a sidelamp casting a soft glow over the antique black-marble fireplace. From outside, the house oozed peace and stability, inviting Chris finally to commence a new life there with Alice, but even now he was uncertain if this house suited them. The narrow cul-de-sac was never designed for cars. A preservation order meant that garden walls could not be knocked down to create driveways. It would be a nightmare to parallel park in this constricted space, or have anything delivered. Their surveyor had found a snag list of internal problems, but the biggest problem was that Chris was no longer sure if Alice could be happy with him in any house. Tomorrow, though, after three years of being outbid in auctions across Blackrock, their luck might change. They had always recovered from such disappointments because they still possessed each other, but tomorrow felt different. Alice’s belief in him was evaporating; he could not fail her again.

				In the light caused by that flickering glow, Chris stared at Alice’s closed bedroom door. This door had witnessed Sophie’s conception. It overheard whispers of endearment when it shut out the world to let them inhabit a private republic of love, with him the axis of Alice’s universe. He could recall the evening last September when this door was first used to exclude him. No angry words were spoken, but he had returned home to find it locked from the inside and felt suddenly like a trespasser. Alice’s gradual estrangement stemmed from more than their inability to purchase a house. Worries gnawed at her that she was unable to speak about. Her hormones were in chaos, the menopause causing mood swings. She seemed perturbed that Sophie planned to leave home for the first time to study abroad for a year. But none of these factors changed the reality that Chris grew diminished in her eyes each time he was outbid at auction.

				The fire was gaining strength. Tiny tongues were more prevalent against the bathroom window, red blotches like evaporating kisses. Without making a sound that might wake her, Chris pressed his naked body against the closed door. He didn’t know what he wanted at this moment; he just could not bear to feel so alone inside his marriage, like a ghost left over from a truncated life. Alice’s sleep was precious. If disturbed, she could never go back to sleep. Her need for silence at night had made him feel like a guard constantly on duty, until one day he found that she no longer needed minding. She had emerged from her malaise, transformed into a different woman.

				Chris longed for sleep, but he could not bear to go downstairs to endure another sleepless night of totting up figures, interest repayments, mortgage relief, worrying about what would happen if he fell ill and could not provide for Alice and Sophie. He longed to open the bedroom door and lie beside her, touching her breasts, like in the old days, when he could feel her love like a force field enveloping them. He wanted to ask if she was certain that tomorrow’s house was the home they had been waiting for. He wanted not to feel so scared, so convinced that whatever decision he made would be the wrong one.

				He remained motionless while red flames flitted against the bathroom window and fire brigade sirens broke the silence. His body grew cold, his palms numb. He felt isolated and sexually frustrated. He felt resentful that Alice didn’t seem to love him in the same way any more. He wanted to leave her, yet knew that he would never survive on his own. Most of all he wanted to prove himself to her at last by winning tomorrow’s auction. Then, once again, he could be the man who climbed these stairs in the dark to open a door into an unlit bedroom, the man who would be made to feel welcome, the hunter after an epic trek who had finally fought his way back.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Alice

				Tuesday 13th, 1 a.m.

				Alice woke. She did not know what had disturbed her or whether she would be able to get back asleep. The luminous clock face was turned to the wall. In the past it would stress her to know the time if she woke and discovered that she had only slept for a few hours. Back then, her fear of being forced to endure another sleepless night invariably turned into a self-fulfilling prophecy. Now she was teaching herself not to panic when she woke, never to look at the clock, or, above all, get agitated. The secret was to live in the present, not be perpetually mulling over the past or worrying about tomorrow.

				If she started thinking about the house for auction, she was doomed to lie awake. It would almost be as bad as if Chris were in the bedroom, tormenting her with figures, a man torn in two by his desire to please her and an inability to make decisions. When he bid tomorrow, she didn’t want him to do so for her sake but for his own, to prove to himself that he was capable of closing a deal. Their relationship was being damaged by his inability to move house or abandon his dream of doing so. After the heartbreak of being outbid at each auction, Alice would resolve never to look at another house, but Chris always managed to sweep her up in his initial enthusiasm for a new property, effusing about it before invariably finding numerous problems to worry about.

				Alice yearned to escape from this cramped house and make a fresh start in rooms free from the memories of illness, but most of all she longed to fall back asleep. During the years when Chris shared this bed, she often endured long nights of lying awake, growing so envious of the ease with which he slept that sometimes she succumbed to an unwise impulse to bombard him with pent-up, irrational questions about how he always managed to fall asleep, as if this were a secret he was keeping from her. Waking Chris had never achieved any purpose beyond giving her desperation an outlet. By that stage, Alice was beyond consoling. But Chris hadn’t understood that sleep was not a problem she expected him to solve. While they sounded like pleas for help, she had merely repeated her litany of questions out of a need to break the incessant silence on nights when she had feared going insane if forced to lie silently for any longer in the dark.

				Waking Chris had always led to a row, her husband anxiously trying to calm her at first, before eventually losing his temper, confronted by an unsolvable dilemma, where whatever he said only made things worse. Chris had always looked trapped on such nights, with Alice begging him to hold her and then resentfully claiming that Chris didn’t understand her anguish. Nobody had understood her exhaustion in the three years after the car crash; how sick her body felt after working herself up into a state of panic, afraid of being unable to face another day without sleep. Her very closeness to Chris had caused those intense late-night rows, her dependency on him to solve every problem – a dependency which one counsellor she attended had described as unhealthy.

				In those bad years, Chris seemed like a white knight trying to surmount all obstacles, caring for Sophie and driving Alice to the alternative medicine practitioners, in whose hands she had placed all hopes for a cure from that trough of despair, in which she would have welcomed death. Her dependency on him had been a symptom of an illness that robbed her of several years of her life. Now at last she was recovering her strength, and her counsellor kept suggesting that she should step back from the intensity of her marriage to appraise Chris in a fresh light, which might allow Alice to grow in self-confidence. The counsellor had implied that she needed to diminish Chris. But the longer that the saga of trying to buy a house in this frenzied market went on, the more she found that Chris seemed to diminish himself.

				Alice was glad that Chris was not lying beside her. It removed any possibility of argument. She recalled the resentful silence in which they used to lie awake after she woke him with her questions. Their simmering hurt had generally festered throughout the following day, until finally they glanced at each other and laughed at their own silliness. Back then, they often made up their quarrel with sex, back when she felt incomplete if any estrangement existed with this man whom she loved. They no longer quarrelled at night because Chris didn’t sleep in this room. Alice sometimes wondered if Chris slept at all. She was shocked that a new part of her simply wanted Chris to leave her alone.

				For twenty years she had needed his constant reassurance, but recently the pendulum had swung. Now, the less that Alice needed Chris, the more he seemed to need her. Alice felt trapped by his increased need, especially since the shock of discovering that perhaps she could no longer trust him. She doubted if she would ever recover from her devastating sense of betrayal last September when she stumbled upon evidence that Chris may have secretly been seeing someone else. She was so innocent back then that she would have suspected nothing if she had not been perturbed by a sudden furtiveness in Chris’s behaviour. She was still chiding herself for being paranoid when some instinct made her examine the pockets of Chris’s black suit in the wardrobe, where she unearthed an opened packet of Viagra. Even then she might have not put two and two together if Ronan next door hadn’t tipped her off, whether accidently or on purpose. Ronan rarely did anything with only one motive.

				During two decades together she had never seen Chris lift a hand to anyone. Indeed, it was impossible to imagine this man, incapable of killing a spider, committing any act of violence. But that September evening – when she came downstairs after making her discovery, trying to keep her voice casual as she asked him where he was going – the way in which Chris so awkwardly lied to her had hurt more than any sickening punch to her stomach. Alice remembered needing to hold on to the kitchen counter for support, her eyes gazing out the window so that Chris would not notice her grief-stricken face while he casually checked for his car keys and disappeared off to meet whoever he was not telling her about. Only once before had she experienced such a stab of hurt, after her first boyfriend casually discarded her within days of Alice surrendering her virginity. Chris’s arrival into her life had healed the damage from that rejection which had once shattered her self-esteem. But Chris’s lies last September had brought back the pain of that first betrayal, a hurt she was surprised to find still buried deep within her after a quarter of a century. It also brought a realisation that, throughout her life, she was always too innocent, guileless and trusting.

				

				The disappointments endured in auction rooms, and even her years of loneliness when bedbound in this room after a car accident seemed insignificant compared to the hurt she felt last September, listening to his car drive away. The fact that Chris had blatantly lied could only mean that he was seeing another woman. Or did it? With Miriam gone from next door, there was nobody that Alice could confide in, nobody to calm her down over a coffee, nobody to put her fears into perspective when she became overwrought by anxiety. Alice dated her ambiguous feelings towards Chris from that night, not just because he was doing something clandestine behind her back, obviously gripped by some stupid midlife crisis, but because the fact that he was venturing out into an unknown world reinforced her sense of isolation. That was the night when she realised that she would suffocate in this tiny house, perpetually waiting to move unless she also carved out some hidden life for herself too, with new friends, or at least with strangers who didn’t instinctively recall old newspaper reports about a car crash whenever they saw her. 

				Every failed bid at auctions reinforced the sensation of being trapped here, not in control of her life. But Chris’s infidelity, or his attempt at infidelity, or at the very least his wilful decision to parcel off some new aspect of his life and keep it secret, had made her realise how she needed to take command of those parts of her destiny that she could control. She needed to overcome her loneliness and restore some of the self-worth that had been decimated by that car crash. Chris’s actions in September had planted the seed that if he felt entitled to a secret life then maybe she had the right to have secrets too, provided that they hurt no one. She had become too dependent on a man who seemed overwhelmed by this spiralling new Ireland evolving around them. Before it became too late to experience something of life, maybe she needed to create a private space where, for some brief interludes, she could escape this limbo and become someone unencumbered by the past, even if this someone was a stranger to her true self.

				Last September she was too hurt and shocked to articulate her confused emotions. Sophie had been out with friends, but Alice still locked the bathroom door before hunching down onto the floor to silently cry. When she eventually finished crying she left sheets and a spare quilt on the fold-out bed downstairs. Then she had lain awake in the darkness, waiting for Chris to return home and ascend the stairs to find the bedroom door locked. Next morning, when Chris asked what was going on, Alice blamed hot flushes and night sweats and migraines so blinding that she could no longer share a bed with him. She had irritably invented a dozen excuses, praying that Chris would have the intuition to grasp what was really wrong, to understand how deeply his lies had wounded her and to realise that, despite all her naïvety, she was refusing to be played for a fool.

				

				Six months passed, and the evidence suggested that Chris’s liaison, if that was what it was, had ceased. When trust breaks down in a marriage, however, you never get it back. Looking back, Alice knew that she should have challenged him at once about his lies instead of inventing excuses for locking the bedroom door. But Alice was raised in a family where no trauma was ever confronted by anything except evasive silence. Despite spending half a lifetime trying to liberate herself from her repressed childhood, she hadn’t known how to confront Chris beyond sniping at him in the hope that he would decipher the real intent behind her words. If Miriam had still been next door, she was such a woman of the world that Alice might have been able to confide in her, but she had lost contact with the circle of mothers who were once her close friends when Sophie was in primary school. Even if she had stayed in touch with them, she just didn’t know how to talk to another living soul about the anxieties that plagued her.

				She was an open person in every other way, too open and too gullible, but Alice could never begin to speak to anyone about her feelings without imagining her dead parents staring at her in exasperated disapproval, perplexed that their daughter might risk making a public fool of herself by deviating from the carefully constructed illusion that everything in her life was perfect. Her occasional outbursts of temper were directed as much at herself for being caged in by this emotional reticence as they were directed at Chris. Her self-esteem was crushed by the realisation that, even at forty-eight years of age, she remained her parents’ creation, unable to break free from their frigid restraint and their overarching concern about what other people might say. They had groomed her too well in childhood, stifling her capacity for spontaneous joy, as if unchecked happiness were a disease that she needed to be inoculated against. 

				These days Chris rarely went out, except to view houses and be racked by indecision about bidding on them. His mysterious paramour must have dumped him on that night in November when he returned home, far earlier than usual, his face white, as if in shock. But perhaps it had never been a proper affair. What if he had been secretly visiting a prostitute, desperate for an outlet for the stress he undoubtedly felt? Maybe in November he had been threatened by a pimp in that seedy underworld. All Alice knew for certain was that, when an almost maternal protective instinct woke her at 3 a.m. last November, she had ventured downstairs to find Chris sitting up, shaking, with a brandy in his hands, refusing to speak about whatever had traumatised him. That night she yeaned to take him in her arms and for everything to return to how it once was between them. But she couldn’t do so because Chris had been so tensed up that his body resembled a clenched fist. Something in his expression had made her think that if he were visiting a prostitute, perhaps he had just discovered that he was infected with a venereal disease. She had no proof of this shocking thought beyond his wretched silence, yet it had made her too afraid, or repelled, to reach out to him. Angered by his silence, and by her inability to confront the gulf between them, she had returned upstairs to the room that she no longer needed to lock to exclude him, leaving him to stew with his brandy and his guilt.

				Maybe she had been completely wrong about him having contracted a venereal disease, but when a husband refuses to confide in his wife, how is she ever to know? If he had been visiting a prostitute last autumn, did this make his betrayal any better or worse? Was she meant to feel some consolation that he had not unwittingly fallen in love with some younger work colleague in the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, that his betrayal had merely involved a financial transaction to allow him a few moments of unalloyed, escapist pleasure? Six months ago Alice would never have known how to answer such a question: back then she knew nothing about clandestine worlds. Now she knew too much, not through personal experience, but by peering over a precipice into online worlds whose existence she was previously unaware of. They had made her realise that perhaps Chris’s infidelity had involved neither a romantic infatuation with a work colleague nor a furtive financial transaction. Maybe he had simply ventured into an internet world that she was only learning about, where grown-up people resolved their desires in grown-up ways. They matter-of-factly sought out friends with benefits and other odd terms that Alice would still know nothing about if her sense of panic and betrayal had not caused her to try and see if Chris was leaving any online footprint behind him. This was the strangest irony. She would never have unearthed this hidden world if she had not gone searching in vain to try to find her husband and understand what was happening to him.

				What she needed to find tonight was a way to fall back asleep. For two decades her love for Chris was so overwhelming that she could never have envisaged this hollow feeling. But her desire to keep him at bay was only one of numerous new and strange sensations. Her pillow was now soaked in sweat, and her limbs felt flushed. Every day she could feel her body change in ways that perturbed her. These changes insinuated that she was growing old, and yet the more the menopause colonised her body, the more she felt herself regress to being a young girl at heart.

				Alice didn’t wish to dwell on this contradiction. She needed to fall back asleep. What noise had woken her? It wasn’t anyone in the terraced house next door – the latest tenants from Poland or Latvia were mercifully quiet, though you could never be certain how long they would stay, or if some chaotic crew might replace them. She dismissed the crazy notion that Chris could be standing outside her bedroom door, that the noise she had heard might be his fingernails making a barely audible impact on the wood. But twice in recent months she had woken to find him in her room. On the first occasion he lay beside her in bed, his naked body hovering inches away, like she was a magnetic force field he was unable to resist. On the second occasion she found him on the varnished floorboards, wrapped up in a blanket beside her bed. 

				Turning over, Alice noticed a will-o’-the-wisp light flickering along the edge of the curtains. Curiosity made her peer out the window. In the distance, eerily bright and silent, flames rose from a burning building. The sight seemed coldly beautiful. Maybe this was what her life needed, one huge conflagration to make her feel truly alive. The flames had woken Ronan next door. Alice could glimpse his bald patch through a Velux roof window in his extension. His baldness gave him a monk-like appearance as he appeared to study files on an unseen computer intensely. Alice was amused. Ronan was no monk, and would hate to know that she could blatantly observe his hair thinning on top. 

				His sprawling extension was new. Three years ago Ronan had demolished a previous extension to build this latest monstrosity, which had initially included a conservatory vast enough to resemble a botanic garden glasshouse. Last year he declared the conservatory to be too cold in winter for his new hothouse-flower child bride and subdivided it, with a partition wall and a solar-panelled roof. This was Ronan all over, perpetually restless, unable to stop tinkering with his property. He was always trying out new ideas – a vast island marooned in the middle of his kitchen, or a walk-in fridge, which had contained ‘his’ and ‘hers’ racks for champagne. His innovations were often discarded as quickly as they had been incorporated, but invariably they made Alice and Chris’s house seem shabby in comparison.

				Ronan’s inability to stop redecorating was one of numerous traits that had infuriated his first wife, Miriam. For years Miriam put up with the constant disruption, flattered by the notion that Ronan was trying to build her a dream house. Eventually Miriam realised, or so she told Alice before leaving him, that these perpetual renovations were Ronan’s way of corralling her inside a luxurious prison. Ronan’s alterations could never be completed. They had been his excuse to remain outside, like a child with an oversized toy drill, waving in at Miriam through triple-glazed windows while he tinkered with whatever adjustments would allow him to avoid having to sit down in one of his refurbished rooms to discuss his collapsing marriage.

				Alice had never possessed much in common with Miriam, but it had lifted her heart when that woman used to pop in to laugh about Ronan’s latest manic enterprise. Alice had longstanding reasons to distrust Ronan, but at least Ronan did things. Chris was his polar opposite, prevaricating and worrying every decision to death. Chris’s innate caution had caused them to miss out on the prosperity being enjoyed by neighbours, who had purchased second and third houses, using those tax incentive schemes that people now always discussed at parties. Everyone in Blackrock appeared to own at least three houses or apartments, while Alice and Chris remained stuck in this terrace they had outgrown.

				Had they also outgrown each other? Alice didn’t want to think about this. She needed to drift back to sleep, her fist tucked between her legs for comfort. There was a growing dryness down there, a discomfort if she wore jeans. These outbreaks of thrush were making her dress differently – something else for Chris to comment on. ‘Whoever you’re buying this new underwear for, it isn’t me.’ Chris was right: the lingerie that she felt a new compulsion to accumulate was not for his eyes, but this did not mean that she was buying it for other men to see. These skimpy purchases were about seeing herself in a fresh light in the privacy of her own bedroom and learning finally to feel good about her body. For now at least she wanted no man to see her naked, except in occasional fantasies, but she liked the idea that, even with the dreaded landmark of fifty looming, other men might still wish to see her clad in such underwear, that they would stare at her body for once and not at the scar on her right cheek – a legacy of that crash four years ago.

				Chris carried too many reminders of the bad years after the accident, when her self-worth had dissipated. Not that she ever possessed much self-confidence: her parents had ensured this with their constant criticism of her personality. She had known moments of undiluted joy as a girl when out with her friends, but all girlish devilment disappeared when she returned home, to where any innocent expression of joy made her appear odd. The hardest thing in her childhood was the knowledge that she could do nothing right in her father’s eyes.

				Alice knew that his detachment stemmed from the emotional impoverishment of his own upbringing. Based on the few references he’ d ever made to his childhood, Alice sensed that her father had rarely heard an expression of affection or encouragement while growing up in Booterstown, in a house 200 yards from where Ireland’s first Minister for Justice, Kevin O’Higgins, was shot dead en route to Mass in 1927. Rather than ever recounting any nostalgic boyhood memories, Alice’s father had preferred to boast about this O’Higgins connection, as if proud that Booterstown had historically witnessed a much better class of assassination than other suburbs. Her grandparents’ house on Booterstown Avenue sounded like a mausoleum, where every unchecked emotion was subsumed into religious fervour, and the sole warmth came from a red bulb aglow on a Scared Heart shrine on the wall.

				The only time that Alice ever heard of her grandfather becoming energised by life was during the 1930s, when circumstances briefly allowed him to parade around the suburb in a quasi-fascist Blueshirt uniform, denouncing The Irish Press newspaper as a communist organ more red than Stalin himself. The sole glimpse that Alice had of her grandmother’s outlook stemmed from the single sentence with which this woman had greeted the return of her daughter, Alice’s aunt, Patricia, after that young woman absconded from a convent, two years into a novitiate, realising that she lacked the vocation to be a nun. Alice’s father used to enjoy retelling this story, not in any cruel way but unthinkingly, oblivious to the hurt that his younger sister had surely felt when greeted by their mother with the curt remark: ‘It would be better for you to come back into this house in a wooden coffin than to bring shame on us like this.’

				Alice knew little about her only aunt, not even if the woman were alive or dead. She just knew that the young woman had only remained living at home in Booterstown for a few weeks, pitied and ostracised as a spoiled nun, until she found a position as a clerk-typist in a government department. On the evening she received her first wage packet, Aunt Patricia had left Booterstown without a word to her parents or her older brother, and had truthfully never darkened their door again. Because Alice’s father made no effort to maintain a relationship with his sister, Alice always essentially regarded him as an only child. She had dutifully tried to care for him right up until his death. But now, in this curious reappraisal of her life brought about by the menopause, Alice no longer felt able to forgive him for his inability, even just once, to have praised her when she was an insecure child, desperate for anyone’s approval.

				

				When Alice was in fifth year in Mount Anville, the career guidance nun asked each girl in the class what she wished to be. Discreet entreaties were made for pupils to consider whether, like her unfortunate Aunt Patricia years before, they might suspect they had a latent vocation. Information packs were prepared for the standard jobs to which girls aspired: nurse, teacher, air stewardess. Alice’s emphatic reply had perplexed the nun: she didn’t wish to join the Civil Service or utilise the top marks she always received in foreign languages to train as an interpreter. Nor did she wish to study at UCD, where she might meet a nice husband from Mount Merrion. Alice had admitted to possessing only one ambition: she wished to become a Canadian. She could trace her dream of emigrating to Canada to the intense loneliness she had felt as a girl, lying in bed at night, listening over and over to her scratched copy of Joni Mitchell’s album, Blue – one of the few albums she could afford. Alice could still recall her surge of emotion every time the needle reached the song ‘A Case of You’, in which Mitchell’s confiding voice described the experience of sitting on a bar stool, drawing a map of Canada on a beer coaster and superimposing the face of her lover over it. The mysterious allure of that dimly lit bar had seemed as far and as magically removed as she could ever get from her childhood prison on Avoca Road. Alice hadn’t cared about what career she pursued in Canada; she had just longed to escape from being pawed at tennis club hops and forced to kneel for family rosaries beneath a painting of Jesus proudly displaying his wounds, like a cocky Blackrock College rugby player trying to impress girls at a dance.

				Her brief but unbearably exciting first romance, amid the frenzy of the Leaving Cert, almost derailed her plans. But its abrupt truncation, once her first boyfriend extracted every sexual favour he wanted, redoubled her determination to flee. Alice had felt estranged from her parents, exhausted by rows any time she tried to prise some tiny concession of adulthood. So, three weeks after her Leaving Cert results, she boarded a flight to Toronto with money saved up from her part-time job. It was her first time flying alone, her first attempt to evolve into her unimpeded self. She flew with a mixture of terror and anticipation, experiencing every new incident with a dreamlike vividness, the uniformed officials quizzing her at passport control, the taxi ride into the city that cost a fortune because she stupidly missed the sign for the rail link. She was overawed by the size of everything, except the cramped one-room apartment she managed to rent on the eighth floor of a building, overlooking a busy intersection, where traffic passed by as loudly at midnight as at midday.

				For one bitterly freezing winter, Alice had hovered on the verge of becoming someone new. Sometimes in dreams she still picked her way through compacted snow to cross the chasm of Yonge Street and stand lost amid the bustle of Union Station, recapturing her sense of wonder at seeing the Royal Bank of Canada skyscraper glint in sunlight, with every window coated in twenty-four-carat gold. She had never experienced such coldness, but also such liberation, in a city where nobody knew the slightest fact about her. Canada was the place where she had hoped to shed the self-image forged by her parents’ criticism. During that winter Alice often thought she would never feel warm again, returning late at night from her waitressing job to hear a hubbub of strange accents through the apartment’s thin walls, going to bed wearing all her clothes because she could not afford to turn on the heat. Yet despite the wind chill she had always needed to be out walking and absorbing new sights, observing how Canadians seemed to be open but often camouflaged their inner feelings behind wide smiles.

				Everything was bigger there, even the male dishwashers arriving for work in lumberjack shirts and brown Kodiak boots. Her fellow waitresses, in their Day-Glo shades of polyester, always described their weekends as ‘awesome’. They found everything ‘awesome’, even the fact that Alice couldn’t find the margarine in the fridge on her first day, unaware that Canadian margarine was bright orange. The tea tasted as dreadful as sawdust, the chocolate weak and sugary. She was unable to join in conversations in work about characters in a soap opera called The Young and the Restless because she couldn’t afford a television. Whenever she passed electronics stores with displays of televisions in the window, however, Alice had always paused to gaze at the screens until she could at least put faces to the characters that her fellow waitresses gossiped about.

				One evening, she was the only soul braving the cold when she spied a basement hardware store down an alley off Yonge Street, with a display of wooden handmade house-name signs in the window. Loneliness made her descend the snow-covered steps and enter the shop, the shrill bell above the door causing the elderly proprietor to look up. She knew that he recognised her loneliness and didn’t mind the fact of her having no real business there.

				‘I just wanted to look at your signs,’ she said shyly. ‘They’re beautiful.’

				‘My dad taught me to carve. There was nothing he couldn’t do with wood.’

				‘I’m charmed by the name of this place.’ She pointed to an oak sign for a place named Tanglewood. ‘Does it exist?’

				He laughed. ‘I hope so, or I won’t get paid. Tanglewood is out by the lake. A bunch of swells lived there in mansions when I was a boy. Then Polish migrants started building smaller wooden homes out there. The Poles were honest, hard-working folk, but I’m not sure the swanks welcomed them as neighbours. The place is filled with old trees and plenty of space to breathe. Go along the harbour till you reach Lake Shore Boulevard, and then past Sunnyside until you’re almost at the Palace Pier Park. It’s not worth the trip in this weather though, when everything is covered in snow. Wait till spring. Where do you hail from?’

				‘Ireland.’

				‘Do you think you’ll stay here?’

				Alice had blushed, afraid that her next sentence would sound idiotic. ‘Did you ever feel something in your bones and just know it’s going to be true?’

				The man nodded. ‘I felt that way the first time I met my late wife. We were only seventeen, but I could see our whole future in that moment.’

				‘The only thing I know about my future,’ Alice confessed shyly, ‘is that one day I’ll walk down these steps again and order a sign like this for a home in Tanglewood.’

				The man unexpectedly took her hand in his, her first true human contact since arriving in Toronto. Alice loved how he hadn’t laughed but replied solemnly, as if making a vow. ‘I’ll esteem the job of making it a privilege, Miss. I won’t have forgotten your face, and we’ll laugh, remembering this freezing day that would make anyone feel lonesome in their bones.’

				The sincerity in his voice kept her warm for days afterwards. Toronto possessed nightclubs and discos, but Alice knew she would not meet her soulmate there. She was not prepared to let herself be used by a boy again.

				On icy weekends she was often the only passenger on the ferry that chugged out to the small islands hugging the city shoreline. There were hints of spring on the Sunday when she walked from Hanlan’s Point to the edge of Ward’s Island, past closed amusement parks and shuttered restaurants, until she was unable to bear the cold any longer. She could envisage these islands filled with bathers when the warm weather came. Everywhere would reopen then, and there would be more possibility of meeting strangers who might become friends. Being abroad was harder than she had expected, but when spring came to these islands she would lose her shyness and emerge from her chrysalis.

				When the ferry back to the city docked at Queen’s Quay that afternoon, her fingers were so stiff with cold that she could barely hold the telephone when an ingrained sense of familial duty made her halt at the telephone booth by the ferry terminal to make her token weekly call home. She longed for whatever semblance of warmth could be conjured from the two-bar heater in her flat. Cradling the phone and observing the handful of passengers boarding the next ferry, at first she had only half-listened to her father, who always made any incident sound impossibly grave. Then his words sank in, and Alice watched the ferry sail back out towards those islands and leave her ensnared in the childhood world she had fled from. In numb panic she quit her job, lost the deposit on her flat and spent any remaining savings on an overpriced flight home. She hadn’t wanted to waste a single day, even though the doctors who discovered the cancer had given her mother three months to live.

				

				After four months away, the house on Avoca Road felt like a drab museum of the childhood from which she was desperate to escape. She had formulated questions she was determined to ask her mother. This woman had never let Alice see into many corners of her life – corners Alice hadn’t concerned herself with when fleeing the unspoken suffocation of home. She had imagined returning one day as a fully fledged adult, when she and her mother might commence a relationship as equals, but once she stepped across the threshold, Alice was reduced to being a child. She never asked her mother any personal questions. She lacked the words to frame them, and knew that her mother would regard such intimacy as impertinence. Instead, they had said nothing of significance, sitting in an unnatural silence, conscious of time ticking past. What Alice recalled about her mother’s death wasn’t the terrible pain the woman endured as bones protruded through her skin, it was the shocking banality of the conversation, the labyrinths of avoidance in which callers got lost. Yet she became aware of how much her parents could convey to each other without seeming to say anything. They possessed an intricate code of restraint by which they registered inexpressible emotions. Her abiding image was of her parents stoically holding hands – one lying in bed, the other seated on a chair – awaiting death as quietly as if waiting for a 46A bus to go and see Maureen Potter in the Gaiety.

				

				After the funeral, neighbours spoke about the tragedy of her mother’s death and the depth of her father’s grief, which led him into a succession of mental hospitals, where doctors experimented with cocktails of drugs to patch up a man who had lost his reason to live. Nobody noticed Alice’s tragedy at having been forced to return home to a country towards which she possessed no feelings. Her dreams of a new life in Canada had to be put in abeyance. How could any daughter abandon a father who was reduced to being a helpless figure, wandering hospital corridors in a dressing gown? Only once had Alice allowed herself to dream of escaping. It was on the evening she made her one, and only, visit to her Aunt Patricia, whom she had met for the first time when that woman made a cameo appearance at Alice’s mother’s funeral, and told Alice that she lived in a rented one-bedroom apartment in the Mespil flats near Dublin’s Grand Canal. 

				Looking back, Alice realised that she handled this visit badly, not thinking through the implications of what she was asking her aunt to do. In her desperation to escape back to Canada, she had convinced herself in advance that Patricia would welcome her suggestion. Although surprised by Alice’s unexpected visit, Patricia was initially friendly. During the first fifteen minutes of their conversation her combative, self-reliant aunt had asked Alice more probing questions about her ambitions in life than her parents had asked throughout her childhood. Alice had found the conversation liberating and disconcerting. Patricia didn’t treat her like a niece but as another single woman, albeit one thirty years younger. It was the sort of conversation between equals that Alice had dreamed about returning to one day to have with her mother. Alice had been unable to stop gazing around her aunt’s small flat, wishing that she could be magicked back to her own far smaller flat in Toronto. But the atmosphere soured when Alice blurted out her grand notion that Patricia should give up her cramped flat and keep her brother company by moving, rent free for life, into that Avoca Road house so recently visited by death.

				‘Are you crazy?’ her aunt asked. ‘Or maybe you think I’m crazy, that I’d give up my independence to skivvy for a stranger?’

				‘He’s no stranger,’ Alice had protested, ‘he’s your brother.’

				Patricia shrugged dismissively. ‘I think of William as my ex-brother. That’s a lie in fact: I never think about William or our dead parents at all. I just spotted your mother’s death notice in the paper, and curiosity made me attend her funeral. I wanted to see if they had managed to turn you into one of them.’

				‘Into what?’

				‘A true Prendeville, constipated by respectability.’

				‘That’s my father’s family you’re criticising,’ Alice had said defensively, knowing in her heart that she was using indignation to cloak her embarrassment at having allowed herself to concoct this fairy-tale solution, where an estranged brother and sister would live happily ever after. 

				Her aunt’s sigh had displayed a sad exasperation. ‘Family guilt is an emotional ball and chain. If you don’t flee now, you’ll drag this guilt around with you all your life; its shackles will cut into your skin. If you want to describe your father and his posse of maiden aunts as your family then that’s fine, just don’t presume to call them mine. My mother told me that I was as good as dead to them on the day I fled that God-awful convent, full of squabbling nuns addicted to novenas and to looking down their noses at each other. You’d swear that Jesus was a strong farmer’s son who would only choose them as brides according to the number of acres their fathers owned. I should have had the guts to leave that convent sooner. I knew within a day that I was no nun. I also knew within an hour of returning home that I was no Prendeville. When my parents cut me dead, with your dad too much a eunuch to say a word in my defence, they set me free. At the funeral you told me you’re longing to get back to Canada. Why aren’t you on the next plane out of here?’

				‘How can I leave?’ Alice had asked, distressed. ‘My father is a broken man. Somebody has to mind him.’

				‘Because neighbours will think badly of you if you don’t?’

				‘Because he’s helpless. It would be unnatural not to worry about what will happen to him.’

				Aunt Patricia lit a cigarette. Alice had sensed that her flinty gaze was forged by deep hurt. ‘You come here pretending to be Florence Nightingale, but you’re really trying to play pass the parcel. William is fifty-seven years old, in a comfortable job where he’s never had to make one hard decision. If he had found the courage to stand up for me when our parents savaged me for leaving that convent, then he might have actually grown up. It’s a miracle he conceived you at all because the man’s balls have never dropped.’

				‘I don’t want to hear such talk.’

				‘You need to hear it. If you want to help him, force him to take responsibility for his life. Your mother never stood a chance. She was a naïve young typist from Ringsend, startled by his proposal, propelled up the social ladder into the respectability of Blackrock, where her new neighbours called her Mrs Prendeville to her face and The Ringsend Slapper behind her back. She gave my parents a new purpose in their old age, to reshape her with sighs of disapproval until they sucked any spontaneity from her and cloned the type of daughter they never had. I’m sorry that she’s dead and William feels depressed. He has every right to be. But he’s hardly unique. We all get depressed at times. I know I do.’

				‘How do you cure it?’

				‘Everyone’s different.’ Aunt Patricia had taken a drag from her cigarette. ‘But personally I’ve never known a dose of the blues that can’t be cured by a weekend bender of irresponsible sex and drink, three or four times a year. Maybe it cures nothing, you can’t cure life, but it sure as hell always makes me feel alive for a long time after.’ The woman seemed amused by Alice’s shocked expression. ‘What’s wrong, child? Do you think I’ve no sexual needs? Women my age are only reaching our peak. Men are pitiful creatures; they go sexually downhill in their twenties. I don’t deny that sometimes I get lonely here, not so much for physical contact as for simple things like having someone to share a bowl of soup with in companionable silence after a long day. But God forbid that I ever lived the sort of life that your poor mother lived and only ever knew sex with one man. You need to be able to compare the experience to know you haven’t been short-changed.’

				‘My mother was happy with my father,’ Alice had replied, out of her depth, and aggrieved that this woman would discuss her mother like this.

				‘How do you know? Did you discuss sex with her?’

				‘No, but at least a man asked her to marry him.’

				This unfair, cutting retort had been meant to conceal Alice’s acute embarrassment, but Aunt Patricia didn’t seem offended. Instead she laughed, enjoying Alice’s pluck in standing up to her. ‘What makes you think men didn’t ask me? They never formed a queue, but three different men proposed. Two of them I loved, though one was a rogue. The third was a thoroughly decent man, but dull.’

				‘And each time you said no?’

				‘I wasn’t so much saying no to them as to giving up my independence. Back then a woman needed to leave her Civil Service job the day she got married. A married woman couldn’t apply for a passport or open a bank account without her husband’s written consent. I’m not saying your mother wasn’t happy or that William wasn’t a kind husband, but being happy or not doesn’t change the fact that once she put on a wedding ring she become utterly dependent on him. Love doesn’t always last. I took a decision that I’d rather be lonely at times then dependent on any one man, especially if his attitude might change when I was no longer lying between his sheets but down in his kitchen, washing skid marks from his underpants.’

				‘That’s disgusting.’

				‘It’s reality. At my age I’ve no illusions left. Men aren’t queuing up to marry me now, but if I feel like it I can still spot men who possess a bit of jizz and are happy to spend a lost weekend in my bed. I’m what people call a homewrecker, though I don’t see any of the men rushing to leave their wives. The odd man crawls back here occasionally like a wounded dog, but they do their howling on the front step, because the advantage of living on the second floor is being able to tell them to bugger off home through the intercom. I leave them severely disconcerted, because I perform acts that wives rarely bother still doing, after a year or two of washing skid marks from their underpants.’

				‘I should never have come here.’ Alice had risen, mortified and desperate to escape. ‘I had no idea what you’re like.’

				Aunt Patricia had stretched out a hand to linger on Alice’s fingers. ‘And you think you know me now? How can you know anyone after ten minutes? You’re too young to even know yourself yet, child. You think me harsh, but I’m only as hard as my parents made me. They only took me in after I left the convent because, while I had lowered their social standing by not taking my final vows, they were worried that neighbours might think even less of them if they turned me away. But they never welcomed me back as a daughter. Even if I had gone off and married a stockbroker from Vico Road, I’d have remained a failed nun in their eyes. Poor Patricia. I bet that’s what your father calls me, a verbal tic picked up from them.’

				‘I’ve never known much about you,’ Alice had confessed.

				‘Now you do. What you see is what you get. I’m not a helpless spinster, desperate to find a niche to crawl into. I love my little flat and my job. I carved out for myself the right to be happy years ago. I’m no longer part of your family, and you don’t have to be either. Forget about what other people think of you, or if you’re not careful you’ll get trapped into nursing your father’s grief for the next thirty years. You will get no thanks for it. William won’t even see the sacrifices you’re making; he’ll merely think you’re doing your duty as a daughter.’ The woman leaned forward. Alice had felt deeply uncomfortable, as if asked to take sides in a quarrel that dated back to before she was born. ‘You came on a wild goose chase if you think I can be coerced by guilt into looking after a man who has never needed to learn how to boil an egg. Listen to me, woman to woman. Your only duty is to yourself. I harboured a secret hope that one day you and I might somehow become friends, but unless you return to Canada I’m going to be disappointed. I’m not saying let him rot in John of God’s; I’m saying you should help him to finally take responsibility for his own life. That’s the greatest gift you can give him. Now, how are you fixed for cash?’

				Alice had sat back down, shocked by the frankness of the question.

				‘I didn’t come here looking for money.’

				‘I know. You and I both have our pride. Even if you were starving, you’ d never come looking for cash. You’re my closest living relative, my next of kin, I suppose … but I promise never to be a burden. You’ll get no calls from the police thirty years from now to say that I’ve gone demented and am living here with seventeen feral cats. But I want to help you. I have post office savings. These days my blowouts are few and far between; I’m mainly content watching Coronation Street on telly. I bet you spent every penny you have flying home at short notice. Did William offer to refund the price of your flight?’

				‘He has too much on his mind,’ Alice had replied, her hurt rekindled at how her father never thought to offer.

				Aunt Patricia raised her eyes dismissively and reached for her handbag. ‘I’ll get my coat, and we’ll have coffee in the Royal Hibernian Hotel in O’Connell Street. I love the foyer there. Afterwards I’ll buy you a ticket to Canada at the Aer Lingus booking office, a twelve-month open return. It means that you can leave in a few weeks’ time when you have things sorted out here, and if Toronto doesn’t work you can fly home for free any time in the next year. I’ve not been much of an aunt so far, so consider this as my first, very belated gift to you.’

				Alice had barely possessed the bus fare back to Blackrock. Her father was so mired in grief that it was impossible even to ask him for money for household bills. Most evenings she needed to walk to John of God’s because she couldn’t afford the bus fare. Aunt Patricia’s unexpected offer was so overwhelming that Alice hadn’t known how to respond, being as unaccustomed to generosity as to praise. Her aunt was offering a solution to her financial problems, but not to the problem that burdened her: what to do about a drugged father rendered as helpless as a child by grief.

				Could Alice really have left him in that state, like her aunt had suggested? More than two decades had passed since the evening Alice sat in that flat on Mespil Road, and her future suddenly hinged on one decision. But in recent months this was the question she kept returning to whenever she woke like this at night. Had she taken the conscientious decision by staying, or had she merely been too cowardly to return to Toronto and search for a new job, when Aunt Patricia’s offer meant that her aspiration could suddenly be transformed into reality. Alice couldn’t remember how long she had sat in that flat, so overwhelmed by the weight of this decision that it seemed like no words would ever come.

				Finally, Aunt Patricia grew inpatient. ‘What have you to lose?’ she urged.

				Alice had just lost her mother. She suddenly felt that if she got back on a plane to Canada she would lose a sense of her identity. Confronted by Aunt Patricia’s ultimatum, the vast anonymity of Canada scared her. A few months previously she had loved the fact that nobody knew her as she walked through Toronto, but that night in Mespil Road she had felt that, if she emigrated again, she would become truly homeless. Although Alice had constantly quarrelled with her late mother, they had retained a shred of closeness. If she were to emigrate again, though, she would never feel comfortable about returning to a house where only her father lived if she found Canada to be too lonely. Not that her father would turn her away, but how could you pick up the pieces in a relationship that barely existed? Alice had also begun to wonder if Aunt Patricia’s apparent concern for her was actually a way of using her as a pawn, achieving victory over her estranged brother by luring his daughter onto a plane. Alice knew that she didn’t love her father, but how could she abandon him in that state? Therefore, she had brusquely left her aunt’s flat, never to return or to contact the woman again. 

				

				She had been determined to escape back to Canada one day, but only on her own terms and with her own money, after helping her father to regain the strength to live an independent life. Instead, during the following months, when her heart was truly in her boots, she met Chris, and miraculously, Chris’s love saved her from descending into a trough of despondency. She had danced at school discos with Chris, liking him and sensing that he liked her, but while still at school she had needed a more extrovert boy to draw her out from her shyness. In the malaise after her mother’s death, however, with her father’s depression threatening to swamp her, Chris became her sanity and rock. From the start, Alice knew that there was nothing that Chris would not do for her. After six months her father was released from St John of God’s Hospital. He spent his first few weeks at home sitting in an armchair, staring at the living-room window as if the glass contained an apparition of the Blessed Virgin. He was sufficiently embedded in the higher echelons of the Civil Service to have no need to keep regular working hours beyond making brief cameos to register his continued existence. Her father had ignored the vast collection of big-band records he once loved to listen to and the golf clubs he used to clean before every round. He thanked Alice for each meal she prepared, while stating that all food now tasted like cardboard. Then, beyond commenting on how pale she looked, he essentially ignored her existence.

				By then Alice had found agency work as a temporary typist, shunted around a succession of solicitors’ offices. Chris’s flat in Belgrave Square in Monkstown became her sanctuary and refuge, the foreign land to which she migrated to escape from her father’s unbearable sadness. She brought a hot apple tart wrapped in a tea towel in the basket of her bicycle on the night when she told Chris that she was ready to lose her virginity. She needed it to feel like a loss of virginity to block out that previous occasion when she had let herself be used. Chris had made love carefully and slowly, asking no questions about the absence of blood afterwards. Chris would not have cared if Alice had a dozen previous lovers; his only anxiety was not to hurt her. But Alice had cared. She wanted that night to be a fresh start. A tiny nagging voice – it sounded suspiciously like Aunt Patricia’s – warned her that this habit was inherited from her parents – the idea that if you avoided mentioning something unpleasant, it would eventually feel like it never happened.

				She had felt truly loved when Chris first entered her body, and truly pleased to give him such obvious pleasure. But she was also surprised and underwhelmed not to feel more pleasure herself, despite all the mystique surrounding sex. Chris did not swamp her with the same almost frightening ecstasy she recalled from her previous encounter, although, because her first boyfriend had got her gratuitously drunk, perhaps Alice only had imagined this rapture. What Chris gave her was an enormous feeling of well-being. His arms enveloped her protectively. He seemed wise and could make her laugh. For the first time in her life, Alice had felt special and truly loved.

				Over the following months, Chris had regularly called to Avoca Road, often insisting on cooking for the three of them. It was a clever ploy. Chris knew that her father would feel an obligation as a host to rise reluctantly from his chair and keep their guest company in the kitchen, marvelling at the ease with which Chris cooked. Praising the flavour of each dish, her father would then, almost without noticing, become drawn into their preparation. Soon her father began to boast, with a childish sense of wonderment, about the simple meals he could cook. After they ate together, Chris often spent hours sitting with her father, drawing the man out of his silence by patiently discussing the most inane subjects, until one day her father had announced that he felt well enough to return to work full time.

				This was the moment that might have allowed Alice to escape from Ireland, but during her months of walking with Chris in Dalkey, or allowing themselves to be cut off by the tide on the hidden White Rock beach so they could daringly make love outdoors, all she could recall about Toronto was the coldness of her flat. Chris had morphed into her new Promised Land. In recent years Alice had discovered that mentally she had she never left behind the vast spaces of Canada. Her time in Toronto had been tough, with barely enough money for food despite the long hours worked. She had felt desperately lonely there, but would have overcome her loneliness if her mother had not become ill. This riddle had begun to perplex her more and more, the mystery about what type of person she might have become if she had been given the chance to forge a new identity in Canada.

				Alice knew that she desperately needed to fall back asleep. Often, when half-awake like this, she allowed her mind to fantasise about her unlived Canadian life. Rocking herself gently, she closed her eyes to watch the small ferry sail from Queen’s Quay back out to the islands on that pivotal Sunday when she had phoned home. She could see the receiver dangling in the vacant phone booth as her father’s puzzled voice asked if she was still there. In her fantasy world, she was not listening to his news about her mother’s illness; she had not even had time to hang up the receiver in her haste to race back through the turnstile before the gangplank was raised and the ferry sailed again. Closing her eyes now, she could feel the boat sway beneath her and the wind bite her cheek. She knew that this same memory was being recalled by another Alice, who was drifting asleep in a wooden-built house in Tanglewood, Ontario. The other Alice, whom she wished to be. The braver Alice, who had reboarded the island ferry that Sunday before it voyaged back out into the churning waves. That illusionary ferry was charting its course. She could feel the swaying guard rail press comfortingly against her as it brought her out towards those pleasure islands with closed down arcades due to reopen in spring. She fell asleep at last, her eyes fixed on the intriguing promise of the distant horizon.
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Dermot Bolger

‘A fierce and terrifyingly uncompromising talent’

— Nick Hornby, Sunday Times
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