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To the Meaney and O’Grady clans, past, present and to come.



















The stars are not wanted now: put out every one;


Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun;


Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood,


For nothing now can ever come to any good.


W. H. Auden
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before


Heaving herself into the car, pulling the door closed with an effort, she thought toothpaste; I forgot toothpaste. Everything else was on the list – bin liners, milk, washing-up liquid, coffee – just the few things that couldn’t wait until they did the big shop at the weekend. Not that she needed coffee – just the smell made her gag these days, and she’d been so addicted to it before – but she couldn’t expect John to give it up too. He had enough to deal with right now, all those extra hours at work he’d put in for, heading off at eight every morning and often not home again till after nine. Of course they were glad to have them, God knows they could do with the money, with her contract finishing up just before she’d have had to leave anyway, and nothing else in sight for when she’d be ready to go back to work, but still . . .


She switched on the engine and put the wipers to the fast setting – would the rain never stop? – before backing the car carefully out of the driveway, conscious of her stomach sliding along the steering wheel as she swivelled both ways to check the road. She shouldn’t be driving at all, the size of her, but if she didn’t get the things they needed, who would? And her legs, swollen to the width of tree trunks, wouldn’t take her as far as the end of the road. One month to go, one more month of feeling like a hippopotamus every time she moved, of hardly being able to turn over in the bed, of heartburn and backache and at least three trips to the loo every night – and they talked about pregnant women blooming.


Toothpaste. Toothpaste. If she didn’t keep repeating it, she’d forget it. Nothing stayed in her head these days – she couldn’t remember from one episode to the next what had happened in Coronation Street, kept walking into a room and then wondering what had brought her in there, forgot to feed Bonkers – or fed him two breakfasts in a row; the poor dog didn’t know if he was coming or going. Wait till the baby arrived.


She drove through a log of water, sending a wall of spray out to the side and feeling the car sliding on the wet ground for a terrifying second. She clutched the wheel tighter and dropped her speed, kept her eyes riveted on the road ahead as it went from blurry to clear with every rapid slash of the wipers. Toothpaste. Toothpaste. A car turned out from a side road and came towards her, blurry, clear, blurry, clear. It looked like it was wavering, tilting from side to side in the rain.


No – it wasn’t the rain – with a lurch, she realised that the other car was swerving across the central line, now back into its own side, now coming straight towards her. And she was suddenly terrifyingly helpless, frozen with her fingers white on the wheel, foot pushing down so hard on the brake pedal that she must stop, she must, and the brakes screamed loudly but she kept on going, wipers still flicking madly from side to side, and the other car was still heading straight for her . . . God . . . now her hands were flying to her stomach, curling around it, her body bracing itself, her mouth open in horror, her eyes squeezing shut –


And then it was all over.







during


You could say it began with Laura and Ruth in a pub in the middle of Limerick, one mild and drizzly September afternoon. Ruth had recently got back from Crete; the table in front of them was scattered with photos. Laura picked one up.


‘God – what I wouldn’t give to be on that beach right now, instead of here in the rain.’


Ruth smiled. ‘I know – imagine waking up to that view. Every morning, first thing, I’d go out onto the balcony to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.’


Laura arched an eyebrow. ‘First thing every morning? Really?’ One side of her mouth slid upwards. ‘Before you did anything else?’


Ruth immediately blushed scarlet and ducked her head, letting her pale blond hair swing forwards as she started fiddling with the photos. Laura gave herself a mental kick – she kept forgetting what a bashful creature her new sister-in-law was. Imagine blushing like that though, at her age – you’d think she was fourteen instead of thirty. Mind you, just because Laura and Donal had hardly got out of bed on their honeymoon didn’t mean that everyone else did the same.


‘Sorry, Ruth – me and my filthy mind; take no notice.’ She swept up the two empty glasses. ‘One for the road, as long as there’s no sign of your chauffeur?’


Ruth, new wife of Laura’s brother Andrew, checked her watch as the blush died. Then she shook her head. ‘No more for me, thanks; I’d better be sober going home to your mother.’


‘You mean your mother-in-law.’ Laura grinned. ‘Better get used to it; you’re stuck with her now. Right, one more beer for me, and I’ll get you a Ballygowan.’ She turned with the glasses and headed for the bar.


Laura and Ruth had known each other for eight months. They’d met when Andrew had brought Ruth home to meet his mother, and arranged for his sister Laura to be there too, to help break the ice. Laura’s husband Donal had been included in the invitation, but he’d managed not to be available that evening.


From their first meeting, Ruth Tobin and Cecily O’Neill had seemed to hit it off. Laura’s watchful eye could detect no obvious tension between the two women, despite the fact that they could hardly have been more different; nobody could accuse Cecily of lacking in confidence. But she and Ruth chatted pleasantly, if a little formally, over Cecily’s perfectly cooked salmon steaks and char-grilled vegetables. Ruth wasn’t exactly the life and soul of the evening, but she coped quite well under the circumstances, Laura thought.


She used the right cutlery without hesitation. She didn’t speak with her mouth full, or drop anything. She complimented Cecily shyly on the meal, and refused second helpings of the light-as-a-feather pineapple soufflé. She admired the Lladro collection in the cabinet in the hall, and pointed out a few books on Cecily’s shelves that she’d read too.


And Cecily responded, offering to lend Ruth a recently-read William Trevor that she herself had enjoyed.


‘It was my book club’s choice for this month; I thought it was his best so far.’


Altogether Ruth was perfectly behaved – the ideal guest in Cecily’s genteel home. Laura had watched and listened, and marvelled that this demure girlfriend of Andrew’s – so unlike his usual choices – had somehow found favour with the woman who’d managed to get rid of all his previous ones. And then, towards the end of the evening, she’d suddenly thought: of course – she’ll never lose him if he marries Ruth.


When she left that evening, Ruth had tucked William Trevor into her bag and thanked Cecily for the meal; and the second time they all met, she’d finished the book and agreed to marry Andrew.


Laura saw her often after that, whenever Ruth came down from Dublin for the weekend; she usually invited the two of them to dinner with her and Donal on Saturday night, so Ruth wouldn’t have to endure a whole two days of Cecily.


‘Bet Andrew is sorry now he never got his own place; there’s Ruth in the spare room, and God help them if they try anything under Mother’s roof.’ Laura was melting dark chocolate over a pot of boiling water for a mousse.


Donal raised his head from the paper. ‘Quite right too. Time enough for all that carry-on after they’re married.’


Laura grinned, turning a spoon gently through the softening chocolate. ‘You mean, like the way you stayed away from me until we were legal.’


He dropped the paper and came over to the cooker, putting his arms around her waist from behind, leaning into her. ‘That was different. You were completely irresistible – it was beyond my control.’


‘Good answer; here.’ She dipped a little finger into the chocolate and turned around to slide it into his mouth.


Laura met Ruth’s mother and three sisters for lunch in Dublin a month before the wedding. The women washed down fettuccini and roasted vegetables with several glasses of Chianti, while Andrew took his future father-in-law off to watch a match and eat pub grub.


And then Ruth and Andrew got married, and Ruth moved into Andrew’s room in Cecily’s house.


But just until their own was ready. Unlike Laura, who’d moved out to share a house as soon as she started her course at the Art College, Andrew had never felt the need to leave home; the subject had simply never come up. And of course there was no question of leaving Cecily on her own after their father died suddenly, two years into Andrew’s first computer programming job, so he continued to sleep in the room he’d taken over when Laura had moved out, bringing home the occasional girlfriend to meet his mother.


And now everything had changed, and Andrew was twenty-eight and married, and he and Ruth would be moving out of Cecily’s as soon as the house they’d bought was ready – a month or two more, according to the builders who were doing the renovations.


Or maybe a little longer, depending.


Ruth had lived all her life in Dublin. Born and bred in the same little Northside neighbourhood, she finally moved into a flat two streets away from her parents when she turned twenty-seven, tired of feeling slightly ridiculous whenever she admitted that yes, she was still living at home. Two years later, her flatmates persuaded her to go on her first ever sun holiday. She hadn’t fancied the thought, not at all.


‘Look how fair I am. I’ll burn as soon as I step outside. Or get covered in freckles, which is worse.’


‘Course you won’t – you’ll slather on the sun cream and wear a giant hat, and you’ll be fine.’ Claire was big and rosy-cheeked. ‘And you’ve a lovely figure – you’ll look brilliant in a bikini.’


‘Ah come on, Ruth – Crete is fabulous; you’ll love it.’ Maura lifted a handful of ginger curls. ‘If I can survive in the sun with this mop, so can you. And we might even find you a hunk to have a fling with.’


And Ruth, who’d never had a fling in twenty-nine years, whose few short-lived romances had been spectacularly disappointing, shrugged and said she’d think about it, wondering what excuse would sound the most plausible.


But of course Claire and Maura hadn’t been fooled, and she’d finally run out of reasons why they should leave her at home and go themselves. And then they’d hardly arrived in Crete when she met Andrew, and now she was living in Limerick, never having been further west than Portlaoise up to this.


Laura came back with the drinks. ‘I got the fizzy stuff – hope that’s OK.’


‘Thanks.’ Ruth smiled and took the little bottle and the glass full of ice and a lemon slice. ‘You know, I’m so glad Andrew had a sister. After growing up in a house full of girls, I don’t know what I’d do without a bit of female company.’ She blushed faintly again.


Laura pushed an auburn curl behind her ear. ‘Mmm; I’d have liked to have a couple of sisters myself – especially since Mother and I were never what you’d call close.’ She lifted her beer and drank, then seeing Ruth’s look of concern, grinned and shook her head. ‘Oh, it doesn’t bother me really; I’m just glad I don’t have to live with her any more.’ Immediately she realised what she’d said, and added quickly, ‘– but hey, that’s just me; you seem to get on fine with her, don’t you?’


Ruth nodded. ‘Yes; Cecily’s been very nice to me since I moved in.’


And Laura looked at her sister-in-law and thought most people would be nice to you . . . what’s not to be nice about?


Pity Ruth hadn’t more of a spark about her though – nice was all very well, but when you had to watch what you said all the time, make sure you didn’t offend . . . She wondered what Breffni would make of Ruth. Chalk and cheese, definitely. But maybe Breffni would be charmed by Ruth’s shyness.


Yeah, right. Laura started to gather the photos together.


‘We’d better put these back before they get drink spilt on them. When did you say the album proofs would be ready?’


And Ruth, having no idea of the nightmare that lay ahead – how could she? – began to talk about her future.


[image: ]


Cecily O’Neill clipped the wafer-thin metal bookmark over the top of the page before closing her book. She turned her head and looked out the window. Not yet five o’clock, and already the day was starting to give up its brightness.


She always dreaded the winter. Biting wind drying up her skin, chilling her right through to her bones, no matter what she wore. Long, long, dark nights spent alone in her wide double bed, curling up to keep warm – electric blankets were so unhealthy – trying to shut out the sound of the interminable rain.


Having to pile on layer after layer of clothing – those horribly unfeminine thermal vests – hiding her neat shape. Cecily had always taken great care with her appearance, proud of the fact that she looked years younger than her age. She was fairly sure that everyone at the book club assumed she was in her mid-fifties – not, of course, that she would dream of discussing the subject with any of them.


It had never come up with Brian; he’d never asked, she’d never said. He almost certainly thought she was younger than thirty-three when they met; and she, having long since lost patience with men but longing for the respectability of marriage, had never told him otherwise.


She hadn’t commented when she’d come across his passport one day and discovered him to be four years her junior. She’d simply made sure that her meticulous skincare routines, and her careful diet, never varied: cleanse, tone and moisturise every morning and night, with a weekly facial and a full body massage every fortnight. Lots of chicken and fish and fresh vegetables, very little red meat. A carefully controlled amount of milk and cheese for her bones, plenty of water.


No sweets or chocolate – dessert on special occasions only – and never more than one small gin and tonic before dinner. A daily walk, whatever the weather. And, of course, no direct sunlight – the ruination of so many complexions. She thoroughly disapproved of Andrew’s tan when he and Ruth had come back from their honeymoon – not that she had mentioned it, of course. And Ruth had obviously exposed her pale skin too – face covered in freckles, nose peeling most unattractively. She’d be sorry eventually, particularly as she was no Venus to begin with. Presentable enough, certainly, but had probably never turned a head in her life – or looked a day younger than her age.


Cecily assumed that her own husband had probably discovered how old she was at some stage – a marriage of twenty-three years has few secrets – but if he had, he’d never spoken of it. He was naturally quiet, not given to much in the way of small talk; and she, never one for idle chatter herself, was thankful for it.


So it still surprised her, whenever she thought of it, how quiet the house seemed after he’d fallen from a ladder five years ago and broken his neck. It wasn’t as if he’d ever made much noise when he was alive.


She set her book down on the little table beside her, then got up and drew the heavy curtains together before switching on the standard lamps. The room was softened with golden light. Still half an hour or so before Andrew and Ruth got in; then just enough time for a pre-dinner drink before her Basque-style chicken was ready. Cecily rearranged her cushion, sat back down and returned to her book – Ann Tyler’s latest, and up to standard – with a satisfied smile.


Everything as it should be, as always.
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‘Hello?’


‘Bref, it’s me. What’s happening?’


‘Hey Laur. Not much really. Poll’s just over a cold. We had a couple of broken nights – she was really choked up.’


‘Ah, the creature.’


‘Yeah . . . she’s fine again now though. What’s up with you?’


‘Just wondering about yourself and Cian coming to dinner here on Thursday, if you’re happy about leaving Poll.’


‘Happy and more than ready for a break – Granny Mary will hold the fort. What’s the occasion?’


‘You have to meet Ruth; they got back the other day.’


Pause. ‘Oh . . . right.’


Had Laura imagined that hesitation? She decided to ignore it for the moment. ‘I’ve told her all about you, so you need to come and show her you’re not that bad really.’


‘Har de har – you should be on stage. How’s she getting on with the dragon lady?’


Laura smiled. ‘Hey, watch it – that’s my mother you’re talking about; she’s no lady.’


‘I’ll tell her you said that next time I see her. Anyway, she’s not that bad – “dragon lady” is actually a term of endearment. I just wouldn’t fancy living with her.’


‘Hmm – and so say all of us. Ruth seems to be getting on fine with her so far. But then, she’s the kind who’d get on well with anyone – you know, nice. Friendly. Easygoing.’


‘You make her sound like a sheepdog – or someone who crochets. Does she crochet?’


Laura laughed. ‘No, no crochet, as far as I know; no sign of any lace doyleys. And no knitting or embroidery either: not so far anyway. She is quiet though – I have to watch what I say a bit. I think she doesn’t quite know what to make of me. But she’s nice really, and she’s dying to meet you. So ye’ll come on Thursday?’


Another tiny pause. ‘Yeah, as long as it suits Cian – he’s not home from work yet. I’ll check with him and give you a ring back. What time do you want us?’


‘Eight-ish, I suppose.’ Laura thought of Breffni’s appalling timekeeping. ‘That does not mean nine-ish, it means half eight. And make Cian drive, so you can have a jar.’


‘Oh he’ll drive, don’t you worry. I drove us to a work do of his last week; someone was retiring after about seventy-nine years in the job.’


Laura laughed again. ‘Right, so that would make him, let’s see . . . about a hundred and five?’


‘Yeah, about that. We got a set dinner and a man with an accordion entertaining us after; I think he was the office caretaker or something. Everyone was waltzing – it was worse than a wedding. I nearly fell asleep into the pork chops. We were the only two under fifty-five.’


‘Serves you right for taking up with a boring old taxman, or whatever he is.’


‘Accountant please – give him his correct title. And I assume “boring” refers to his job.’


‘You know it does; Cian is a pet . . . .’ Laura hesitated – maybe she should say something, after all. ‘Look Bref, you are OK about this, aren’t you?’


‘About what – meeting the love of my life again?’ Breffni sounded amused. ‘Sure didn’t we meet at your wedding, and weren’t we fine?’


Laura wondered again if she’d imagined Breffni’s earlier hesitation. ‘Yeah, of course you were . . . but that was different. This’ll be back in Limerick – I thought it might – oh I don’t know, stir things up a bit, or something.’ She began to feel a bit foolish – she should never have brought it up.


Breffni didn’t seem bothered. ‘Laur, I appreciate your concern, really I do, but you needn’t worry – Andrew and myself are ancient history. Haven’t I Cian now? And we were bound to meet sooner or later, with us both back in the same territory – I’m amazed that I haven’t bumped into him up to this, actually, when you think that I’ve been home nearly two years now.’


‘Well, you’re not exactly living a few doors up from us any more . . . so you don’t hate the thought, really?’


‘No; I’ll rise to the occasion, don’t worry.’


‘Good . . . and Bref, you won’t mention to Ruth about you and Andrew, will you? She’s not very confident really – it might throw her a bit.’


The amusement was back in Breffni’s voice. ‘God, what do you think of me? I’m hardly going to introduce myself as the one who had a fling with her husband when he was young and innocent . . . well, young anyway.’


‘I know, I know; I just thought you might say it as a joke, or something – you know what you’re like.’


‘No worries; my lips are sealed. Talk to you later.’


‘See you.’ As she hung up, Laura let out the breath she hadn’t known she was holding.
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Laura O’Neill and Breffni Comerford grew up five numbers apart in a cul-de-sac just off the North Circular Road, where Breffni’s parents, and Laura’s mother, Cecily, still lived. For six years, the girls walked to school with one mother and came home with the other. When they reached fifth class, the mothers stayed at home. As they were growing up, they went through phases of Van Morrison and James Taylor and the Smiths. They agreed to differ on Janis Ian, whom Laura loved and Breffni tolerated. They both threw away the walnuts on the tops of their Walnut Whips, and they lusted after Paul Newman (Laura) and Andy Garcia (Breffni). From fifteen to seventeen they wore only black – apart from their brown school uniforms – and they listened to Leonard Cohen and Billie Holiday in each other’s incense-filled bedrooms, and read Lolita and To Kill a Mockingbird and Wuthering Heights and Brideshead Revisited till their paperback copies fell apart. They agreed that Colin Firth was the ultimate Mr D’Arcy, and that Madonna tried too hard; and they both had secret tattoos from a holiday in Portugal – a tiny sun on Laura’s lower back and a star on Breffni’s left hip.


They had their ears pierced at sixteen, and they gave up chocolate at seventeen. Breffni lasted three weeks, Laura almost eleven months. They traded clothes and secrets and diets. They straightened Laura’s auburn curls and permed Breffni’s silky black hair, to the horror of both mothers.


They tried and failed to smoke. They sneaked out to drink cider from flagon bottles with local lads down by the river on long summer evenings, and were each other’s alibis the few times they stayed out all night. Once or twice they recycled boyfriends, but that wasn’t a great success. They cried on each other’s shoulders when their hearts were broken, and once they held hands and promised God everlasting good behaviour as they waited to find out that Breffni wasn’t pregnant.


The year they left school, when Laura was almost nineteen and Breffni a few months younger, they went to San Francisco for the summer and stayed with Comerford cousins that Breffni had met once at a family wedding over six years before. They got a bus around the hairpin bends of Lombard Street and took the ferry out to Alcatraz and rode a cable car up California Avenue. They wandered around Fisherman’s Wharf and walked through the Castro district, trying not to stare at the jaw-droppingly beautiful men strolling about hand in hand. They signed up for ten Bikram yoga classes for ten dollars, and staggered home, drenched with sweat, from their first and last class.


‘God above – that was like doing it in a sauna.’ Breffni flapped the end of her damp pink t-shirt. ‘I’m wrecked.’


‘I nearly slipped when we were doing that tree thing, my mat was so wet.’ Laura quickened her pace to a trot. ‘Bags first in the shower.’


‘We’ll see about that.’ Breffni broke into a sudden run and sped past her.


‘Hey – you’re supposed to be wrecked.’ Laura slowed down as Breffni disappeared around the corner. ‘Hope you scald yourself.’


They went fishing at dawn one morning in the bay with Breffni’s uncle’s friend, and watched stripes of crimson and orange and pink lace the sky through the railings of Golden Gate Bridge as the sun floated up to face another perfect day. Later they managed to catch a salmon, Laura frantically trying to manoeuvre the struggling fish into the huge net that Breffni, weak with laughter, was holding over the boat’s rail. Their host watched in amusement, ready to take over if the fish looked like escaping.


‘Hold that blasted thing steady, would you?’ Laura heaved the rod in the direction of the wildly wavering net. ‘This weighs a ton.’


Breffni braced herself against the rail, giggling helplessly. ‘I’m trying, honest – Jesus, the size of that fish! Don’t let him pull you overboard – I’ve no intention of jumping in after you.’ She looked back at the boat owner, still grinning widely. ‘Carl, I think the fisherman needs a bit of help here – she’s having trouble landing her catch.’


They had barbecued salmon with the cousins that evening on Baker Beach, and belted out a fairly accurate version of ‘The Dock of the Bay’ after several lite beers.


Back in Ireland, Laura started her commercial art course at the end of September and Breffni, determined never to set foot in an educational institution again, got a job behind the reception desk in a solicitor’s office. They met almost as much as ever, keeping up to date with their different lifestyles. Occasionally, Breffni stayed the night in the flat Laura had escaped to after leaving school – thank God Dad had agreed to fund the rent. He could see how things were, how they’d always been between Laura and her mother. As soon as she moved out, Laura got a part-time job in The White House pub, determined not to cost her father any more than she had to.


Over a year later, with Christmas just around the corner, Laura got a phone call.


‘Brace yourself – Andrew asked me out.’


‘Andrew who?’ Laura tried to drag her thoughts away from the department-store logo she was trying to design. She’d never have something ready by Friday.


Breffni snorted down the line. ‘What do you mean, Andrew who? Andrew your brother, you eejit. Andrew who grew up in the same house as you.’


‘Our Andrew? Andrew my little brother asked you out? You have got to be kidding.’ Laura laughed, sure it was another of Breffni’s jokes.


Breffni sounded mildly annoyed. ‘Why? Why shouldn’t he ask me out? What’s wrong with me?’


Laura stopped laughing. ‘God, you’re serious. My brother wants to go out with you.’


‘What’s so strange about that? Why shouldn’t he fancy me?’


Why indeed? Men had always been drawn to Breffni. But Andrew . . . ‘I’m not surprised that he fancies you, it’s not that; it’s just that he’s my little brother –’


‘Stop calling him your little brother. He’s a head taller than you, and he’s eighteen, only a year and a bit younger than me. And you know I’ve always thought he’s a right hunk.’


‘God, stop – I can’t think about him like that. You’re not really going to go out with him though, are you?’


Breffni’s voice had more than a hint of annoyance in it now. ‘Yeah, I am actually. We’re going to Gerry Flannery’s for a drink tomorrow night.’ She paused before addding, ‘I hope you’re not going to be funny about it.’


Laura considered: her brother and her best friend. It definitely felt . . . odd; but then again, why shouldn’t they go out together, just because Breffni was her friend? ‘No, of course I’m not going to be funny about it . . . it’s just – I suppose it’s just a bit . . . unexpected, that’s all.’


Breffni’s voice softened. ‘So you won’t disown me if I fall head over heels?’


Laura laughed again. ‘With my little – oh sorry, I mean with my much taller brother? Hardly. Ah, what the heck – go for a drink with him. Where’s the harm?’


And they did go. And a few days after that, they went to the cinema. And then Laura got used to the idea of her brother and her best friend together, and stopped marvelling at the fact that she’d never seen Breffni so . . . contented. It wasn’t that she and Laura spent all day talking about Andrew – on the contrary, it was the first relationship they didn’t dissect in great detail – but something had changed in Bref, definitely. There was a sort of excitement there that Laura had never seen before.


She and Andrew met at least twice a week, sometimes more. Occasionally they called in and sat at The White House counter, chatting to Laura – one night the three of them went to see a play at the Belltable – and Laura was just beginning to play with the possibility of her friend and her brother getting serious, when Andrew brought Breffni home to ‘meet’ his parents.


Of course, Brian and Cecily already knew Breffni well; she’d been in and out of their house practically all her life, sitting at the table during all of Laura’s birthday parties, playing in the back garden with other little girls during summer afternoons, spending hours upstairs with Laura when they were older, even occasionally staying overnight on a camp bed in Laura’s room.


But this was something new; now she was Andrew’s friend.


Laura would have loved to be there, just to see the reaction of her mother, in particular, to this new development. But since she’d moved out, invitations to dinner at home, much to Laura’s private relief, had been limited to special occasions – birthday celebrations, Christmas Day, Easter Sunday – so she had to rely on Breffni’s account of the night. Apparently Cecily had behaved perfectly all evening.


‘We got a gorgeous quiche, and a very posh salad with pine nuts. And strawberries for dessert – only Cecily would produce strawberries at the end of January.’


‘But what was it like – what did ye talk about?’ Laura couldn’t imagine it: Andrew and Breffni sitting down to dinner as a couple, with Cecily playing hostess. Much as Laura adored her father, he couldn’t really be depended on to contribute much to the conversation – he usually preferred to leave that to Cecily, who was rarely lost for words. But what on earth would she have found to talk about with Laura’s friend, in this unfamiliar social situation?


Breffni was amused. ‘Can you not give your mother some credit? We chatted away quite pleasantly, actually – she asked after my parents, although she probably bumps into one of them every time she goes outside the door. Oh, and she wanted to know all about my job – you never told me she was a secretary before she got married. And I asked her about the book club, pretended I was thinking of starting one up with the work crowd. It was grand, really – all very civilised and polite. And, of course, your father was a pet, as usual. Didn’t say too much, but kept making sure I had enough to eat – he must have passed me the salad half a dozen times.’


Laura shook her head. ‘Well, that’s good; you’ve done the meet-the-parents thing and survived.’ She didn’t add let’s wait and see what the verdict is when it comes in, but she knew Breffni was thinking it too.


And then two weeks later, on a bitterly cold February afternoon, Breffni walked into the travel agency next door to her workplace and bought a ticket back to San Francisco.


Laura was stunned when Breffni called around to her that evening. ‘What do you mean, leaving? You can’t leave, just like that. What about Andrew?’


Breffni looked straight at her. ‘Actually Laur, Andrew finished with me last week.’


Laura’s jaw dropped further. ‘What? Why didn’t you tell me? What happened?’ She crouched beside Breffni’s chair and put an arm around her shoulder. ‘Are you all right?’


‘I’ll live.’ Breffni shrugged. ‘I would have told you, but you’ve been a bit caught up in college stuff lately; I didn’t want to distract you.’


‘Bref, are you crazy?’ Laura looked bewildered. ‘As if my stupid course work would be more important than you. What happened?’


Breffni shrugged again. ‘Just that, really. He said he didn’t think we were going anywhere, blah blah blah. What could I say?’


Laura considered. Andrew and Breffni hadn’t been going out for long – six, seven weeks? – but when Laura had seen them together, she’d have sworn that Andrew was just as taken with Breffni as she seemed to be with him. And hadn’t everything been fine when Breffni had gone to dinner with Brian and Cecily the other week?


Cecily, of course. Laura could have hit her, the way she ran Andrew’s life. Or hit Andrew, for letting his mother dictate to him. There was no doubt in Laura’s mind that Cecily was responsible for this latest development. She took Breffni’s hand. ‘Look, maybe he’s just got cold feet; maybe I could talk to –’


‘No.’ Breffni pulled away from Laura. ‘Absolutely not. I’m not having you begging Andrew to take me back. Anyway, I’m quite looking forward to heading back to the States – especially in this weather.’ She got up and walked to the window. ‘And the job was driving me mad, you know it was. Nothing to do all day except answer the phone and smile at the few people who came in – deadly boring.’ She kept her back to Laura, looking out into the dark garden.


Laura was still struggling to gather her thoughts. ‘But you could have just got another job here in Limerick – you don’t have to go halfway around the world.’ It was the first time either of them had made a decision without talking it over with the other; and now Breffni was doing this huge thing all by herself.


When she didn’t respond, Laura tried again. ‘Look Bref, why don’t you wait a while? Maybe we could go back in the summer – I’ll be off for three months. We could do a bit of travelling, maybe go up –’


But Breffni shook her head, still looking out. ‘Sorry Laur – I’ve my mind made up; and I have the ticket bought. But do come out in the summer – I’d love that.’ She turned around and leant against the window sill, smiling gently. ‘You know, the more I think about it, the more I can’t wait to go back – remember the buzz of San Francisco? I bet you could be tempted back yourself right now if you weren’t up to your armpits in arty-farty stuff.’


Laura considered. ‘Well, yeah, I’d love to go back for another holiday – but I don’t know about living there . . . you might start doing daily yoga and eating bean sprouts and chanting.’


Breffni shook her head again, made a face. ‘Can you see me doing daily anything, except eating? I might do the odd yoga class, but no bean sprouts unless they’re in a big fat stir-fry – and definitely no chanting.’


‘You might start saying “have a nice day”, and talking about your feelings.’


She smiled faintly. ‘I won’t, honest. No nice days, no feelings.’ She turned and looked out into the night again, and after a minute Laura knew, by the way she bent her head slightly, by the subtle change in her breathing, that she was crying.


Laura went over and put an arm around her shoulder. ‘I could kill him.’


‘Ah no.’ Breffni rubbed a sleeve across her eyes and took a deep breath. ‘These things happen; don’t blame him. I’ll survive.’


‘But what’ll you do there? How will you make enough to live on?’


‘Ah, there’s plenty of work there. I’ll probably look for house-cleaning – remember all the notices we saw in the supermarkets? Looks like they’re crying out for cleaners. Or I could babysit, couldn’t I?’


‘And where’ll you stay?’


‘With the cousins to start with – I’m sure they won’t mind having me back. And then I’ll look around for a place once I’m settled.’


‘Rents are sky high there – you’ll never afford it without a proper job.’


The ghost of a smile flashed across Breffni’s face. ‘Well, I suppose I’ll have to sell my body then. That should make up the shortfall.’


‘Bref, be serious.’


‘I am serious – about going back, I mean.’ Breffni squared her shoulders, and Laura thought that maybe she was right; maybe the change of scene would do her good.


She grinned. ‘Hey, remember the secondhand stores, ‘Goodwill’ and ‘Thrift Town’ and that huge Salvation Army shop on Valencia Street?’


Breffni nodded, smiled back. ‘Remember when I got the Calvin Klein jeans for five bucks? You were raging with me for spotting them first.’


‘Remember the giant pizzas in that little place on Twenty-first Street – what was it called?’


‘Oh God, yeah – Serrano’s. The size of them, as big as the wheel of a High Nelly. Remember the Greek pizza, with the feta cheese and the olives –’


‘And Mitchell’s Ice-cream Parlour – the ginger ice-cream we couldn’t get enough of. And Trader Joe’s sourdough bread.’


Breffni nodded, amused at Laura’s enthusiasm. ‘See? Is it any wonder I’m heading back to all that? Wouldn’t you give your eye teeth to be coming too? And anyway, I might only stay a few months – I’m not planning too far ahead. My ticket’s valid for three months, and I can extend it up to a year once I’m there, as long as I keep well hidden. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of boring office jobs here when I come back.’


But she hadn’t come back. Not that year – not even for Christmas, in case they wouldn’t let her in again. She wrote to Laura often – long, funny letters full of news and chat about the people she cleaned for.






Georgia is such a typical Californian, therapists for every different part of her life. She can’t go to the corner store without some sort of e-mail consultation with one of them . . . Jules and Patrick live in this immaculate apartment they think needs cleaning twice a week – and who am I to argue, at fifteen bucks an hour? I have to hoover – sorry, vacuum – the ceilings in their two bathrooms. One bedroom, two bathrooms. Only in America, my friend.








She described the characters she met when she took her little babysitting charges to the local parks: Cloud, the gay eighteen-year-old who took obsessive care of Toby, his little half-brother; Teresa, the smiling Mexican nanny with a pair of breath-catchingly beautiful toddler twins dressed from head to toe in designer labels – ‘and you may be sure Mamma went nowhere near her local thrift store’.


Reading Breffni’s letters, Laura could see the charming, litter-strewn city again. She could smell the spices wafting from the ethnic restaurants on Mission Street and see the teenage Mexicans gathered on the corners in their baggy pants and hoodies, even on the hottest days, whistling and calling to the passing females.


She could see herself on top of a hilly street at night, looking down at the city lights surrounding the bay. She could close her eyes and wander through Golden Gate Park in the sunshine, catching snatches of an open-air jazz concert or hearing the thwack of a baseball against a bat. She could jog along the path by Ocean Beach and smell the sea, more often than not surrounded by the fog that was one of the many quirks of San Francisco. She could walk through streets of pastel-coloured wooden houses and pass beggars wrapped in filthy blankets outside chic little coffee shops and boutiques.


The summer after Breffni went back to San Francisco, Laura took out a bank loan and flew over to join her for a month. She stayed a week in the tiny two-roomed apartment on Lexington Street that Breffni shared with another Irish girl, and then they hired a car and drove across to Yosemite National Park, where they hiked through forests of gigantic redwoods and sat by waterfalls to feel the spray cooling their hot faces.


Back in San Francisco, they went out to dinner with Breffni’s cousins and their friends, and the day before Laura flew back to Ireland, they had a picnic on the same beach where they’d eaten barbecued salmon two years before.


That autumn, Donal walked into The White House on a night Laura was working there, and the next time she and Breffni met was a year later in Rome, where Laura and Donal went to get married.


Laura phoned Breffni in San Francisco after she got engaged. ‘You’re bridesmaid, naturally.’


‘Naturally.’ Breffni might have been in the house down the road, her voice was so clear. ‘Laur, I’m thrilled. But it’s kinda quick, isn’t it? You haven’t known him that long.’


Laura thought of Donal and closed her eyes to relish the deep happiness that flooded through her. ‘Long enough to know that he’s the one.’


‘Gee, you sound so sure. Tell me again what he’s like.’


‘Gorgeous: you’d love him, dark hair like your Andy Garcia, beautiful smile, very funny. I’ll send a photo. And guess what – he’s a chef, so I’ll never have to cook.’


‘Hmm – very important consideration when you’re choosing your life partner. And what do the folks think of him?’


Laura groaned. ‘God, I was hoping you wouldn’t bring that up. Of course Dad is delighted, over the moon. She totally disapproves, thinks he’s too old.’


‘Oh yeah, I forgot about the age difference.’


‘It’s only fifteen years; it’s nothing.’


‘You’re right – that’s nothing; old enough to be interesting, not too old to be past it.’


Laura closed her eyes again, smiling. ‘You can say that again; he knows what he’s at in that department.’


Breffni laughed. ‘You lucky woman; hang on to him, don’t mind Mother. I’ve just met someone too actually; I was going to write and tell you.’


‘Hey Bref, that’s great; what’s he like?’


‘Lovely. No oil painting, but lovely and comfortable to be with, you know? His name’s Cian.’


And Laura, who’d been about to ask Breffni if she’d be OK meeting Andrew at the wedding, decided to say nothing. She did wonder, though, if there would be any awkwardness when they came face to face for the first time since the break-up. It was a few years ago, but still . . . was there a danger of something starting up again, being rekindled in the heady Roman air? Andrew was unattached, as far as Laura knew; and it sounded like very early days with this new man, Cian. Could Breffni really be so foolish as to risk fresh heartbreak? Laura was fairly certain that Cecily wouldn’t have changed her mind about Breffni’s suitability for her darling Andrew. She’d got rid of Breffni once before – she could certainly do it again.


But Laura needn’t have worried; there seemed to be no awkwardness when Andrew and Breffni met in the hotel lobby, the evening before the wedding.


‘Hey you.’ Andrew gave Breffni a mock punch in the arm. ‘How’s the States treating you?’


‘Fine, just fine.’ Breffni beamed back at him. ‘And you? Still stuck behind a desk in boring old Limerick?’ She winked at Laura, looking totally relaxed.


Andrew grinned. ‘Limerick suits me fine, thanks – no mosquitoes, no earthquakes . . . I’m quite happy.’


‘Hmmm . . . I’m not convinced.’ She jerked a thumb in Donal’s direction. ‘And what do you think of your future brother-in-law?’


And then the elevator doors opened and Brian and Cecily appeared, and they had hardly any time to themselves after that. But it was enough to convince Laura that whatever had been there between them was a thing of the past. Maybe this Cian was more important than Breffni had been letting on; Laura would find out later.


After the wedding ceremony in a little Pallotine church in the Piazza San Silvestro, the small group had champagne and pasta in a chic little restaurant run by Polish nuns. Laura was radiant in simple cream raw silk that stopped just above her ankles; Breffni turned heads in a short, deep-coral shift dress. Cecily was politely distant in pale blue linen. Donal the groom, Tom his best man, Andrew, and Laura’s father Brian, who was to fall off a ladder and break his neck only two years later, all wore light grey suits. Apart from Tom, there were no guests on the groom’s side: Donal’s parents hadn’t come, and he had no other family close enough to drag all the way to Rome.


And now it was seven years later, and Breffni had moved back home two years ago with Cian at her side, and Polly had arrived a few months after that. And Laura was godmother to Polly, and got on well with Cian, and was married to the man she adored, and enjoyed her work most of the time.


And every so often, she managed to forget the one thing that stopped her from being completely content.
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‘Only me.’


In the sitting room, Breffni pressed the off button on the TV remote control and smiled. Cian’s predictability was one of the things that had decided her, after a few disastrous roller-coaster romances, that he was the one she needed to make a life with. She couldn’t remember a day when he hadn’t let himself into the house with those words: only me.


‘Hi – in here.’ She stood and walked towards the door and met him as he came through, shaking off his jacket. He looked tired; she’d run him a bath after dinner. She leant her head briefly against his chest, pressed her palms into his back, felt the solid bulk of him. He smelt of mint, and the fabric softener she dolloped into the washing. ‘Mmmm. Miss me?’


‘But of course.’ He dropped a kiss on her blue-black hair. ‘How’s the patient?’


‘Ex-patient – totally back to normal. Sang in the bath, demanded two stories in bed.’


He smiled what Breffni called his Polly smile, his whole round face seeming to blur around the edges. ‘Is she gone up long?’


Breffni shook her head against his shoulder, dropped her arms. ‘She’ll still be awake, just about – and dinner’s in ten minutes.’


‘Thanks, love.’ He turned and headed for the door, and she stood and followed the muffled thud of his steps up the stairs and across the landing to Polly’s room.


In the kitchen she lit the stub of red candle that sat in an eggcup in the middle of the oval table. They always ate in here, even when they had visitors. The cottage didn’t have a dining room, just a biggish kitchen and a slightly smaller sitting room downstairs.


In winter they practically lived in the kitchen, firing up the wood stove and settling down with their books and mugs of tea into the battered old couch they’d inherited with the house. It had been left in the sitting room, but they shoved it into the kitchen to make room for the pair of two-seaters and wooden rocking chair they’d bought. They planned to fire it onto the skip they were waiting for, but somehow it had never made it past the corner near the stove.


It was worn and a bit lumpy, and the cover was threadbare in places, and Breffni would never have chosen a sofa covered in blue and green check, but there was something extremely cosy about collapsing into its depths after a day at work. When they decided to keep it, she bought a big, woolly, dark blue throw and three fat, cherry-red cushions, and hung on to the receipts for a week until she was sure they all worked.


Now, when the weather got wintry and everyone complained about the shorter days, she knew it was only a matter of time before they gravitated towards the kitchen and the long, cosy nights by the stove. Who needed a life full of excitement anyway? That kind of thing only happened on telly, didn’t it? What she and Cian had was worth so much more. And so what if he didn’t make the earth move, if he wasn’t exactly Brad Pitt? Breffni was willing to bet that Jennifer Aniston never stopped worrying about how to hang on to him. No, she and Cian were the lucky ones – secure, settled, relaxed with each other. That was what counted – having someone you knew would always be there, no matter what.


Listen to her – she sounded like Granny Mary. She smiled as she put out cutlery and glasses, and thought: I must ask her if she can babysit on Thursday night. She took a bottle of Chardonnay from the fridge and left it on the worktop – that’d go fine with the beef curry. She’d never gone along with that nonsense about matching red wine with red meat, and Cian wasn’t a bit fussy either.


As she lifted the saucepan lid and gave the curry a last stir, she imagined Cecily’s horror at the thought of serving white wine with beef. She thought of Andrew’s new wife – what was her name again? – having to live with her mother-in-law. Cecily was harmless enough really, but the notion of sharing a home with her was pretty intimidating – all that best flowery china and Waterford crystal, having to say excuse me when all you did was cough, using a special little fork to eat a slice of cake, for God’s sake. Breffni pictured Cian’s face if she handed him a fork with his cake – he’d get a great laugh, before he picked up the slice and took a big bite out of it.


She was tipping the rice into a warm bowl as he came into the kitchen, sniffing the air. ‘Mmm – smells fantastic.’ She smiled at him. Such a pet – he loved his food, was always so appreciative – and God knew she’d had her share of culinary disasters since they started living together. She remembered two thick fish cutlets that were beautifully grilled on the outside and still perfectly raw in the middle, leathery omelettes, lumpy or cement-thick sauces, and one unforgettable dried-out roast chicken complete with giblets. She was still no Delia Smith, but at least she’d managed not to poison him while she was getting the hang of a few recipes. Poor Cian.


He went to the sink and washed his hands. ‘Did you manage much work today?’


She nodded. ‘Finished it, finally. I’ll send it off tomorrow.’ She freelanced as a proofreader for a few businesses, including a medium-sized publishing house based in the midlands. When they’d moved back from San Francisco, and Cian was hunting around for an accountancy job, Breffni had got a call from her mother one day.


‘I’ve some work for you, pet – nice and easy, just up your alley.’


Breffni was half-amused, half-indignant. ‘Ma, I’m not looking for work – have you forgotten I’m heavily pregnant? This is my – what do they call it? – my confinement. I have to take things easy.’


Her mother’s snort came clearly down the line. ‘Confinement, my foot; you sound like something out of Jane Austen. You’re not even five months gone, and you’re hardly showing. You’re not sick, your ankles aren’t swollen, you haven’t even got any food cravings.’


‘I like Smarties and salt-and-vinegar Taytos together.’


‘You’ve liked that since you were nine. And have you forgotten, my girl, that you’ve no money coming in, and a baby on the way? Cian hasn’t found a job yet, has he?’


‘Well no, but he has –’


Her mother sailed on. ‘So you’ve a baby coming and nobody earning. And I know you brought a bit of money home with you from America, but it’ll go fast over here – you must have noticed how dear everything has got since you left.’


Breffni had to admit the truth of that. ‘But Ma, I can’t start a job now – not when I’d be looking for maternity leave so soon.’
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