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Liz Green glared at the podgy hand which had been slapped on the table beside her in the boardroom. For a moment, she considered stabbing it with her ballpoint pen. Instead, she rolled her eyes and groaned inwardly as the plump bottom of the dot-com company chairman wobbled uncomfortably close to her face. Oblivious to her exasperation, he flapped his arms around, colouring with exertion as he extolled the virtues of his project. His face lit up with the zeal of a fanatic as he pointed to the slides showing exponential growth projections valuing his company at hundreds of millions of dollars.

She winced as he let slip the billion number. Just one of a long line of hopefuls queuing for finance. These people have a cheek. This company is worth ten thousand pounds tops, and that’s only because their non-executive directors have some skin in the game. 

Outside in the City of London, the sun had slid down the sky and now negotiated with the horizon. The grey buildings surrounding her office block had turned a shade darker and their ugly fluorescent bulbs shone white through their windows. Flocks of pigeons flapped their fat way through the dirty air. Liz sneaked a look at her watch. Seven o’clock. It will soon be dark outside. At least I have no more meetings today. Maybe I’ll slope off home. A cough made her glance up. Damn. Her boss gesticulated at her to meet him after the presentation. She gave him a pleading look, but he held his thumb and forefinger a centimetre apart and drew his eyebrows together. Short meeting, my foot. Bernie Sternberg wouldn’t recognise a short meeting if it sat on his lap and called him Daddy.

She nodded at him and returned to making caustic notes on the company’s presentation, trying to recall the date when the first dot-com company had come to them for funding. Until then, she had enjoyed her job, despite the drawbacks of being the only female on a testosterone fuelled trading floor. February 1998. That was the first dotcom they funded. Mike Morton, an entrepreneur with an idea for a pet food website – Food4Pets. His business partner, an old Etonian called Edward Beckett, had left him in the lurch, and he had come to them for backing. Her boss, Bernie, had been entranced by the Cockney entrepreneur’s line of patter, and, ignoring Liz’s advice, they had floated the enterprise which exploded onto a rabid market. 

Mike soon sold his holding for a fortune and left the business in the hands of new management. Pretty good timing considering the fact Food4Pets had entered deep financial trouble after blowing most of their funding on expensive offices and Lamborghinis for the directors. Bernie had refused to raise further cash from his investors and the company had gone to the wall, to be replaced by the next latest thing.

Liz’s bonuses increased in size, and champagne replaced milk in the office fridge, but she struggled to enjoy the bonanza. Her skills were not required after greed governed all decisions taken on the selection of projects for funding. At first, she had objected to the financial spreadsheets with no assets other than hopes and dreams. But the men on her trading floor realised they were missing out on lucrative pay days, and her objections were ignored.

‘So, what did you think of the presentation?’ said Bernie, offering her a glass of whisky in his office. She held up her hand to refuse.

‘You don’t want to know what I think,’ she said, smiling.

He took a swig of his drink, the ice cubes clinking against the glass.

‘Probably true,’ he said. ‘But it will make us a fortune.’

He put his drink down again and drew a game of noughts and crosses in the condensation that ran onto the glass table top.

‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I know you hate all this dot-com stuff, but it won’t last for ever. We have to make hay while the sun shines. Look at Food4Pets. They sank without a trace, and might soon take most of their friends down with them. Proper research will come back into fashion after the crash.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ said Liz.

She took a taxi home through the rainy streets, gazing out at the grimy pavements and the rubbish bins surrounded by their soggy overflow of coffee cups and sandwich wrappers. She resisted the temptation to call Sean on her mobile phone, a brick-sized entity that filled her handbag. What if he was drunk again? She desperately needed his advice and support, but lately he hadn’t been in a fit state to give it. Maybe a hot bath and a glass of Blue Nun will calm me down. It’s not like anything horrible has happened. It’s just life.

Liz let herself into the apartment and found Sean watching the news with a glass of wine in his hand. He gazed at her as she came in and his face lit up.

‘Great, you’re home. Any chance of something to eat?’ he said.

‘I haven’t managed to visit the supermarket this week. Do you want to order a takeaway?’

‘No, I’m not that hungry. I’ll just have some crisps.’

He took a handful from a bag and crunched on them. Liz poured herself a glass of wine.

‘These are too salty. I wish we could buy Taytos here,’ she said, helping herself to a crisp. ‘I still miss them, and Conran’s cider. Sometimes I think I’d like to go back to live in Ireland.’

Sean snorted.

‘We escaped from the priests and the hypocrisy years and years ago. Why would you want to go back? You’re not even Irish.’

‘It’s not the place we left. Things change. I’m so tired.’ 

And you’re not the man I left with either. She sipped the sweet wine and swallowed a sigh.

‘We’re all tired. Work’s a total slog. Maybe we should go away for the weekend?’

‘Not that sort of tired.’

‘I don’t understand. You have a great job, a fantastic flat, money to burn. What’s wrong with that?’

‘I’m burned out. I can’t take it anymore. Since the dot-com boom started it’s all got worse; the long hours, the misogyny, the pointlessness.’

‘And me?’

You’re a drunken pain in the arse. Why can’t I say it out loud?

‘Forget it. I’m just tired. I’ll feel differently tomorrow.’

‘Let’s go to bed then.’

‘Can you go home tonight? I need some time alone,’ said Liz, putting a placating arm around his waist. ‘Please don’t get annoyed.’

Sean sighed.

‘Women,’ he said, grabbing his coat. ‘See you tomorrow.’

‘You’re going now?’

‘The bars are still open.’

Sean slammed the door on his way out, something he did more frequently. It brought back long forgotten memories of Sean’s father, Brian O’Connor, a violent drunk. She went over to the window and watched Sean weave his way towards the tube station in the lemon-coloured street lighting. He walked straight through a large puddle and shook his shoes in bemusement. Liz sighed and looked into a mirror on the wall, putting her hair up in a scruffy bun. It needed cutting into a regulation city bob with sharp edges, signalling the no-nonsense content of its owner’s head. Fine lines had begun to radiate from her blue eyes and her formerly radiant skin had become a shade of opaque grey with pallid cheeks. She pinched the skin to bring a blush to her face, but only made herself look cross. 

Why can’t I tell him the truth? She had reached the end of her tether with his drinking, which he always brushed off with a dismissive ‘I’m in control, not the drink’. But worse than that, a looming sense of the inevitable had enveloped her whenever he had been to the pub. Lately, she tiptoed around him as he became more volatile and unpredictable. Even Isabella, her sister, who adored Sean like an extra brother, had noticed the change in both of them.

‘You used to be so happy,’ she said. ‘It’s like one of you is having an affair.’

‘One of us is,’ said Liz. ‘The other woman is called booze.’

‘Can’t you ask him to stop? Or at least slow down?’

‘If you had any idea how many times we’ve had that conversation, you wouldn’t suggest it. Sometimes, he even stops for a while, but then he falls off the wagon and starts where he left off.’

‘Maybe you should take a break? It’s not healthy for you either.’

‘Oh, I gave up trying to drink with him years ago. I don’t even like most alcohol.’

‘I meant a break from Sean.’

‘I know you did. It’s tricky, sis. I still love him despite everything.’

And how could I leave him after so many years together? How would I find someone else when I work a sixty-hour week? Sean has been my comfort blanket for so many years and now it is unravelling. I don’t know what I’m going to do.
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A butterfly landed on Michael Green’s knee as he sat outside on the wooden steps, which had already been warmed by the sun. He inhaled the aroma from his coffee before taking a cautious sip and mourned his morning cigarette as he had done every day since giving up smoking. A vulture sat atop the telegraph pole on the dirt road, which ran from their small hotel to the main tarred road. The bird fixed its gaze on Michael as he relaxed on the step. Michael looked up and noticed its vigil.

‘You’ll be waiting a long time,’ said Michael, but the bird continued to stare at him as if willing him to drop dead.

The shrill notes of the safari lodge’s telephone broke the silence in the lobby. Michael got up, brushing the splinters from his khaki shorts and sloshing coffee on the steps. His heart leapt at the thought of a booking after the much-publicised election violence had put tourists off from coming for the last six months. Maybe he would have good news for Blessing when she returned from town with the groceries.

‘Hello, Green Safaris, Michael speaking. How can I help you?’

‘Ah, Mr Green, at last. You’re a hard man to track down.’

‘I hope not,’ said Michael. ‘I spend a fortune on advertising.’

The woman laughed, more of a strangled cough, like someone unused to such frivolity.

‘Oh, no, it’s not about a booking, although I’ve always promised myself a visit to Africa before I die. I’m a solicitor. My name’s Hilda Manning. I’m acting for the late George Kennedy.’

Michael sighed. George dead. It didn’t seem possible. He had been so full of life, despite being in his eighties. Tom Green, Michael’s father, had called him out of the blue a month ago, his voice hoarse with emotion, and told him that their beloved family friend, surrogate father to Tom, and beloved adoptive grandfather of Liz, Michael, and Isabella Green, had passed away from a stroke. He had dropped dead in his kitchen while washing up, and no doubt listening to the birds squabbling in the apple tree. The carer had found him lying in front of the sink, washing up brush still in his hand, with a surprised look on his face.

‘George, yes, of course. I couldn’t go to the funeral, finances being what they are...’

He trailed off, ashamed. George’s son, Ben, had offered to pay for his ticket, but Blessing wouldn’t hear of it.

‘It’s not like that’s the only expense involved with going to England. We just can’t afford it, what with the children’s new school fees and everything. Anyway, I need you to paint the sheds.’

She had been right, but George’s value to the Green family had far surpassed his monetary support. How many times had he pulled them back from the brink in the early days in Ireland? Without George, Michael would never have escaped from his ordeals at school in Ireland, and never met Blessing. Michael had sat by himself in the office on the day of the funeral and read the order of service faxed to him by his sister Liz. Blessing had made sure the children didn’t disturb him as he mourned his mentor. So why was the solicitor calling? George had been well off, but he had a son, Ben, and he had long stopped subsidising the Green family.

‘Ben Kennedy told me about your money woes,’ said the solicitor. ‘He couldn’t find your number, so I had to search out your parents in Ireland. Anyway, I’m glad to get hold of you. Do you have a fax number by any chance? I’d like to send you a copy of the will.’

‘The will? I’m not sure I understand.’

‘George left you a house. Didn’t he tell you?’

‘A house? Where?’

‘In Ireland, I believe. County Kilkenny.’

‘Are you sure he didn’t leave it to my father?’

‘Quite sure. Look, why don’t I send you the relevant page of the will, and the codicil with the instructions?’

‘Okay, have you got a pen?’

Shortly afterwards, the fax jerked into life, spitting out a few blurred pages which fell to the floor of the lobby and coiled into a roll. Michael flattened them out onto the dining table, separating the pages by splitting them with the letter opener. He read them slowly, his excitement increasing. Holy shit. This isn’t a house, it’s a mansion. Blessing drove up in a cloud of dust, and Michael ran outside to help her unload the car. He carried the food through to the kitchen and stacked the perishables into the fridge.

‘What’s this?’ said Blessing, picking up the pages. ‘I thought we had a booking, but this is from a lawyer. Please don’t tell me we are being sued by a client.’

Michael walked back into the dining room, a spring in his step. He put his arms around Blessing, his hands crossed over her belly.

‘It’s from a lawyer, but she’s more like a fairy godmother than a wicked witch.’

Blessing turned around and narrowed her eyes at him.

‘Make sense, husband,’ she said.

‘George Kennedy left us a house.’

Blessing’s eyes opened wide.

‘Don’t joke with me.’

‘I’m not. He did. Honest. Read the fax.’

Michael handed her the relevant page, and Blessing sat on the bench in the window, her legs folded under her. A wave of emotion flooded through him as he gazed at her beautiful profile with its halo of afro hair. He watched her lips move as she read the page with deliberation. Her education had been slip-shod at best, but she had a razor-sharp intellect on which Michael relied. Luckily, their children had inherited both Blessing’s brains and her beauty, and were both showing signs of heading for successful careers. She let the page rest in her lap and gave him a shrewd glance. He waited.

‘Do you need to decide what to do now?’ she said.

‘Hilda, the lawyer, told me she’d call for instructions in a day or two.’

‘Okay. The place sounds enormous. I’m not sure what I think yet.’

‘Neither am I. Let’s talk this evening when the children have gone to bed.’

‘By the way, I’m meeting Nancy for a coffee this afternoon. Do you need me?’ said Blessing.

‘No, we don’t have any bookings. Have fun. I’ve got to sort out my thoughts anyway.’

After Blessing had left, Michael took out an old box of photographs George had given him when he attended the public school down the road from George’s house. He blew the dust from the lid and prised it off. Taking the faded photographs out one by one, he examined them for clues, but he couldn’t spot a property in any of them he hadn’t seen before. He lingered over the photographs of George’s trips to Ireland, especially the one where George had found out about Michael’s appalling treatment in the Christian Brothers’ school in Kilkenny. There was one of the whole family on the beach with George and Mrs O’Reilly. Blue, the lurcher, stood among them, her long pink tongue lolling out of her open mouth. He noticed his pinched face as he sat between Liz and Isabella who were both smiling. His t-shirt hid a multitude of sins that day, but not for long.

He put the lid back on the box and had lifted it into the alcove when the telephone rang again.

‘Hello, Green Safaris, Michael Green speaking.’

The line buzzed and clicked.

‘Ah, Mick, this is, erm, Dermot Gallagher speaking. I’m calling from Ireland. Can you hear me?’

‘Yes, I can, but I have no idea who you are.’

‘Oh, right, of course, I’m the solicitor for the house, you know.’

‘The house?’

‘Yes, the big house. Up on the hill.’

‘Do you mean George Kennedy’s property?’

‘Yes, that’s the one. It’s in a desperate state.’

‘Is it? I haven’t ever seen it.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t be bothered with that old place. It’s falling down.’

‘So why are you calling me exactly?’

‘I have an offer for the land from a local man. He wants to knock down the house and graze cattle there instead.’

Michael smiled to himself.

‘Oh, I had no idea the house was in such a parlous state. I nearly wasted my time going to look at it,’ he said.

‘Well, I just saved you the bother. I can send the papers to you by fax and you can sign it over to me.’

To him? Not to the farmer? Now, that was a slip of the tongue right there. As if I’d sign the house over to someone without even seeing it.

‘How much does he want to pay for the land?’ said Michael.

‘Three thousand pounds. That’s the going rate for pasture around here. He’ll have to pay to knock down the house himself though, so it’s a great deal for you.’

‘And what’s your cut?’

The lawyer cleared his throat.

‘Sorry, the line’s terrible. I didn’t get that.’

Michael smirked to himself.

‘How much will you get from this transaction? I doubt it would even cover a phone call to Kenya.’

‘That’s between me and the client.’

‘You’ll have to do a lot better than that. I intend to come and see the house myself shortly. I won’t be making any decisions before then. So, thanks for the call—’

The line went dead. Michael shook his head. Maybe it got cut off. That would be par for the course in their area. Or maybe the lawyer had realised Michael was on to him. What was his name, anyway? Damn, I should have written it down.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




As she emerged from the lift, weighed down with her food shopping, Liz heard the telephone ringing inside her flat. She struggled to the door, swearing under her breath as one bag split and several carrots rolled out along the hallway. She dumped the bags on the floor and forced the key into the lock. Despite the delay, the phone still rang as she entered and grabbed the receiver from the cradle.

‘Hallo?’

‘Liz, it’s me, Michael. Have you been out jogging or... Oh God don’t tell me you were—’

‘Don’t say it. And no, I wasn’t. We don’t bother with that anymore.’

‘Only on a Saturday night, then?’

‘Not even that. I’m just back from work, and now my vegetables are scattered across the hall.’

‘Do you want me to call you back?’

‘No, don’t bother. You talk, and I’ll round up the miscreants. What’s up?’

‘George left me a house.’

Liz dropped the carrot she had picked up. It bounced through the grating and down the lift shaft. She heard it hit the sides as it fell to the bottom. She straightened up and leaned against the wall, frowning.

‘Our George? Why did he do that?’

‘I don’t know. I’m as surprised as you; but the solicitor sent me a copy of the will, so I’m pretty sure.’

‘But that’s wonderful, isn’t it? Where is the house?’

‘In Ireland.’

‘Ireland? I didn’t know George had a house there. Why didn’t he mention it?’

‘I don’t know. I believe the property belonged to Lee’s parents. He never went back to Ireland after she died. Maybe the memories were too painful. Anyway, Lee’s parents left the house to him, and he has left it to me.’

‘You don’t sound very pleased. I’d be ecstatic.’

‘Blessing is far from ecstatic.’

‘Oh. But isn’t this just what you need? Surely, you can sell the house and raise money for your business?’

‘Actually, I wondered if we should sell the business instead. We could move back to Ireland and start again.’

‘Are you sure that’s wise?’

‘Blessing doesn’t think so. But I’d like to see the house before we decide.’

‘Are you coming over from Kenya?’

‘We’re considering a trip, but the ticket prices are astronomical.’

‘Why don’t you let me pay for them? I just got paid a bonus from our last deal. Call it a loan if you like.’

‘I couldn’t accept your money. Blessing would kill me.’

‘You can pay me back when you sell the house, or your business.’

‘It certainly is tempting. I haven’t seen Mum and Dad for years. We could leave the children with their auntie for a few days.’

‘Or longer.’

Michael laughed.

‘Or longer. How’s our intrepid sister?’

‘Oh, you know Isabella. If she isn’t in trouble, she goes looking for it. The BBC has sent her to Brazil to make a documentary about spider monkeys.’

‘This is all Max’s fault. She would never have been so intrepid if he hadn’t forced her to go to Sierra Leone to keep her job. Her old boss wouldn’t send her farther than the corner shop.’

‘Or Pete’s,’ said Liz. ‘That man was a liability. His influence can’t be underestimated.’

Michael laughed.

‘She’s always been wild. Maybe she’d have escaped from normal life even if she hadn’t met him.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Will you please take some time off and come to inspect the house with me?’

‘I don’t know. We’re so busy at work just now.’

‘You’re always busy. The firm won’t collapse if you take a few days' holiday. Bring Sean and we’ll have some fun together, like in the old days. I’m sure Maeve O’Connor can’t remember what her son looks like.’

‘She calls him sometimes, but it’s true he should make the effort and go home to see her and his sister.’

‘And how is Nuala these days?’

‘As wild as the hedgerows.’

Michael laughed.

‘Some things never change. The youngest sibling is always the spoilt, wild one. Sean’s got Nuala, and we’ve got Isabella. Listen, I’ve got to go, but I’ll take up your offer of the tickets. Just give me a couple of days to sweet talk Blessing and I’ll let you have our plans. I know Sean’s still not keen to go home, but you can persuade him.’

Liz sighed.

‘That maybe even trickier than persuading Blessing. Anyway, I’ll have a go. Keep safe, little brother.’

‘Love you, sis.’

Liz stood in the door way holding the receiver, contemplating her split shopping bag before shoving the telephone into her pocket and bending down to herd the carrots into another bag. Back in her flat, she peeled and topped them ready for insertion into her slow cooker with a piece of beef skirt and a couple of onions for the next day’s supper. She pulled a frozen pre-prepared meal out of the freezer and shoved it in the oven, setting the timer to ensure she didn’t forget it. Then she poured herself a glass of Chardonnay and put her feet up while she watched the news. Soon the smell of fish pie made her wrinkle her nose and hope it wasn’t too old to eat. She cooked some frozen peas and squeezed out some ketchup to make the meal more palatable.

Before long, she heard the rattle of a key in the lock and she tensed herself in anticipation. Sean’s face appeared around the edge of the door. It lit up when he spotted her on the sofa.

‘Ah, there she is. The prettiest girl in London, and she’s all mine.’

He strode across the room and crouched in front of her, taking her face in his meaty hands. He gazed into her eyes and sighed. The smell of beer almost knocked her out, and she tried not to flinch.

‘I still can’t believe it, after all these years,’ he said, oblivious to her reaction. ‘How ever did I persuade you to hang around with me?’

‘Must have been magic,’ said Liz. ‘I always thought Mickey was a leprechaun.’

‘Good Irish blarney, more like,’ said Sean, burping. ‘I’ve always had the gift of the gab.’

‘For God’s sake,’ said Liz, averting her face. ‘You stink like a brewery.’

Sean swivelled to plonk himself beside her on the sofa, a petulant line to his lips.

‘Now is that any way to speak to a man who’s after declaring his love for you?’ he said.

‘I’m sorry, but you reek of alcohol. How many pints have you drunk?’

Sean stiffened and turned to her; his eyes narrow.

‘Six, not that it’s any of your business. Who made you my mother?’

Liz wilted under his glare. Not another argument about the same thing.

‘I got some news today,’ she said.

‘Oh, and what was that? Yet another bonus? That’s hardly news at this stage, is it?’

It would be, if you got one for a change. Liz swallowed her reply. She had earned more than him for years, but it had never been an issue. Lately he had been spending more of her money than his, from their joint account, which they set up as a prelude to getting married, something that hadn’t happened either. Sean did their tax returns and Liz found it easier to let him have access, so she didn’t have to think about it. She had her own separate account too, but she hadn’t told him about that one. Her rainy-day fund; just in case.

‘Michael has inherited a house in Kilkenny.’

Sean’s eyebrows flew up.

‘You’re kidding me.’

Liz shook her head, glad to have distracted him from the usual path of their arguments.

‘George Kennedy left a property to him in his will.’

‘Stop the lights! Are you serious? Will he keep it?’

‘I don’t know, but he wants me to come to Ireland and look over the house with him. Blessing will come too.’

‘And how will they afford the tickets? I thought they were skint...’

He stared her down. Liz coloured.

‘They’ll pay me back. Eventually. Anyway, Michael wants you to come too,’ she said.

‘Me? Why?’

‘He wants to see you. Maybe we could visit your mother too. I thought—’

Sean stuck his hand out.

‘You thought wrong. I’ve no intention of going to bogland. My mother can come over here if she wants to see me.’

Liz frowned. Sean was the spitting image of his mother, with his sandy hair and freckles, and piercing blue eyes. His every gesture betrayed him. What a pity he had inherited his father’s taste for drink and resentment.

‘Well, I told Michael I’d go. And I’m not changing my mind.’

‘Fair enough. Give him my regards. I can’t believe how times have changed. He used to hate Ireland.’

‘But he got over it, and it didn’t take him nearly thirty years. Can’t you?’

‘I said no, and I’m not changing my mind. Have you got something to eat?’
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Liz stood on her tip toes, biting her lip with anticipation as she watched the passengers disgorging from customs into the arrivals lobby of Dublin airport. She hadn’t seen her brother Michael for three years, and she had found it hard to deal with his absence from her life. His visits to the British Isles had become infrequent since setting up his safari business with Blessing, mostly because he couldn’t afford it, and she missed her partner in crime. He was the keeper of many of her childhood secrets and worries, and she of his. 

Liz had arrived in Dublin only an hour before, also from London, and her small suitcase sat on the floor beside her. Sean had refused point blank to come, despite last-minute appeals by Liz and his mother. He had instead planned a trip to watch Liverpool play Manchester United with his drinking buddies, and he had turned off his mobile phone. She sighed as she replayed the scene he made when voicing his indignation that she should go to Ireland without him. He could be so childish sometimes.

Michael and Blessing Green were due to transfer flights at Heathrow, and Liz crossed her fingers there had been no delays. She shifted from foot to foot, peering at the throng emerging from the bottleneck, searching the crowd for their familiar faces. Finally, they appeared, trailing their suitcases behind them, Blessing wrapped up in a long down jacket and wearing dark glasses. As always, she looked like a film star, and Liz felt dowdy in comparison. She tugged at her old-fashioned tweed coat and mohair scarf, her black hair straightened in its recent bob, making her look severe and tired. Michael’s eyes widened as he saw her and an affectionate smile creased his features.

‘You made it,’ he said. ‘We’re so glad you could come. Aren’t we, darling?’

Blessing beamed and gave Liz a warm hug.

‘Hello my sister. Habari gani?’ she said.

‘Nzuri. Habari ya safari?’ Liz replied.

Blessing laughed.

‘You have not forgotten your Swahili,’ she said.

‘I don’t know any other words,’ said Liz, smiling.

‘How is Sean?’ said Michael, looking around. ‘Didn’t he come?’

Liz frowned.

‘Oh, you know, too busy as usual. He doesn’t enjoy going home to Ireland at the best of times.’

‘It’s funny how we ended up loving Ireland while he hates it,’ said Michael.

‘It holds only terrible memories for him. There’s no convincing him otherwise,’ said Liz.

‘Well, you’re here, and we’re happy to see you. Let’s find the hire car and get going.’

Soon they were driving south to Thomastown through a constant drizzle, blurring the familiar emerald landscapes of low hills and hedgerows.

‘Ireland should be called Greenland,’ said Liz.

‘Or Rainland,’ said Blessing. ‘Doesn’t the sun shine in this country?’

‘In Ireland. there are three types of weather. It’s raining, it has just rained, or it’s about to rain, as Mrs O’Reilly used to say,’ said Michael.

‘Which one was she again?’ said Blessing.

‘Dear Mrs O,’ said Liz. ‘Our surrogate grandmother, landlady of Dunbell, our first home here, and scourge of the feckless.’

‘It’s weird how you ended up with Mrs O’Reilly and George Kennedy, as your adopted grandparents. Were your real grandparents dead already?’ said Blessing.

‘No, they were still living. They just had Victorian upbringings and stiff upper lips. They weren’t cold on purpose,’ said Michael.

‘I think I preferred George and Mrs O anyway,’ said Liz. ‘I can’t get over George leaving you the house. I didn’t know he had another one.’

‘Ben Kennedy told me it belonged to his mother’s parents, and has been empty for years since they died. George had asked Ben if he wanted the house, but he has no interest in living in Ireland.’

‘Neither do I,’ said Blessing.

‘You haven’t seen the place yet,’ said Michael. ‘You might change your mind.’

The atmosphere in the car chilled a few degrees, so Liz changed the subject.

‘Are you sure you can find it? You know what the signposts in Ireland are like.’

‘The locals should know,’ said Michael.

They arrived in a damp Thomastown after a couple of hours on the road and had a coffee and a piece of barm brack in a local café. The owner’s eyebrows shot up when Michael asked her for directions.

‘Kilanon Glebe? Are they selling it? We used to play there as children, and when they left the house empty, we... well, you know teenagers.’

Her eyes glistened with malice as she looked them over, dwelling on Blessing’s dark skin. The gossip will be all over town in five minutes.

‘My father knew George and Lee Kennedy as a young man,’ said Liz, elbowing Michael. ‘We popped in on our way south to see Lee’s childhood home.’

‘My mother went to school with Lee Kennedy. She always speaks highly of her,’ said the woman, her tone softening.

‘Maybe we could talk to her about Lee?’ said Liz.

‘You’d have to go to Kilkenny. Mammy moved there years ago.’

‘First things first,’ said Michael. ‘Can you tell us how to get there?’

‘It’s easy to find. Just take the road to Kilkenny and it’s on the left before you get to Kilanon Church.’

For once the directions were accurate, and soon they turned down a driveway past a small gate lodge almost swallowed by rhododendron bushes.

‘Oh, isn’t that a beautiful cottage?’ said Blessing. ‘Do you think it belongs to the house?’

‘I’m not sure, but we can ask the solicitor,’ said Michael. ‘The horse chestnut trees are amazing. Can you imagine the conkers in the autumn?’

As they rounded the corner, the driveway opened out and a stone fountain sat in the middle of it. Behind the fountain, a large house sat on the brow of the hill, its walls covered in creepers. Michael whistled.

‘What a house,’ he said. ‘I never imagined—’

‘It’s a wreck,’ said Blessing. ‘Look at the windows. Most of the glass has been smashed.’

Liz stepped out of the car and stood speechless in the drizzle, her hair gleaming as the drops caught the weak sunlight breaking through the clouds. A feeling suspiciously like home wrapped her in seductive tendrils, and she shut her eyes to luxuriate in the novel sensation. Behind her, Michael helped Blessing out of the car, ignoring her mutinous muttering, and making encouraging noises. 

The house had a classic Georgian, two-storey design built over a raised basement. Sash windows stretched almost floor to ceiling and many of the panes of glass had been smashed. Teenagers? Vandals. The walls were straight, except for the western corner, which had bow windows on the side to catch the evening sunlight. To the left of the main house a stone archway linked it to an out-building. Through the archway, Liz could see a courtyard surrounded by more single-storey out-buildings. They had peeling yellow-painted arched doors and small glass-paned windows. She could visualise the cobwebs that lurked inside their wooden frames.

Behind her, Liz could hear Blessing grumbling about the state of the house and Michael’s gentle replies. He had taken her hand, and he brushed a raindrop off her face. Liz turned back to the house. It seemed to reach out to her with ghostly hands, pulling her to the front door. She mounted the wide stone steps that swept up to the fan-lit entrance and pushed at the panelled door, which opened with a creak. Michael, who had been fumbling with the key, put it back in his pocket.

They stood in the hallway and Liz entered the first room on the right, a large, dual-aspect room with a bay window and a fireplace. She could almost imagine the logs burning and hear the hissing of the resin. The bare boards were stained with glue and treatment against insects but they looked sound. The room on the other side of the hall was of a similar size, without a bay window. At the end of the hall, a large kitchen looked out over the same lawn as the dual aspect room, and a utility room made up the ground floor. All the rooms had recessed shutters, some of which hung off their hinges or had fallen to the floor. The floors were littered with glass shards from the broken windows and several rocks whose purpose was self-evident sat on the boards.

Upstairs, the group found four bedrooms of similar sizes arranged around a small landing. Liz noticed that although several of the upstairs windows were broken too, there was no glass on the floors. Someone has been up here and broken them from inside; maybe the same someone who opened the front door. The glass could easily be replaced, but the jagged edges looked like wounds. A single bathroom had been tacked onto the back of the house at mezzanine level. It had an old-fashioned cast-iron bath with lion’s feet and a decrepit toilet. The tiled floor had lifted and a smell of mould permeated the room.

‘Yuck,’ said Blessing.

‘Nice bath,’ said Liz. ‘People in London love those.’

‘It needs a shower,’ said Michael.

‘It already has one, from the look of the damp patches on the ceiling,’ said Blessing. ‘This house has more leaks than my colander.’

Liz didn’t comment. The house seemed so familiar to her, as if she had lived there before. She felt jealous of Michael and his close relationship with George. After all, George had paid for Michael’s boarding school in England, while Liz and their sister Isabella had stayed in the convent in Kilkenny under the rule of the nuns. She had never complained, working day and night to succeed in her Leaving Certificate, counting the days until her schooling finished. Her grades had helped her escape from the suffocating grip of Catholic Ireland in the seventies and ensured she got noticed when she started work at the brokers in London as a temporary secretary.

She returned downstairs and wandered out of the back door into the courtyard. The outbuildings had stone walls with slate roofs. Inside they were dry, with old straw and patches of motor oil on the floors. Liz grunted as she pulled open the door of one of them, and then her mouth fell open with astonishment. The front half of a beautiful vintage car lurked in the gloom, balanced on some breeze blocks.

‘Wow,’ said Michael, coming up behind her. ‘It’s a De Dion-Bouton. What on earth is it doing here?’

‘A what?’

‘A De Dion-Bouton with a V8 engine. A type of vintage car.’

‘What’s it doing in here?’

‘From the look of things, they were using the engine on a pulley to saw up logs. It’s a crime against beauty.’

‘It’s certainly tragic looking without its back-end.’

‘Have you seen the walled garden?’ said Michael. ‘It’s completely overgrown, but I think I spotted some apple and plum trees in there.’

‘Where’s that?’ said Liz.

‘If you go out through the archway and turn right, you’ll see the entrance.’

Liz ducked under the archway even though there was no danger of hitting it with her head. She approached the walled garden where the grasses had grown waist-high, obscuring the cobbled pathways. The rain had stopped and watery sunshine penetrated the light clouds to shine on the garden. Several fruit trees poked out of the swarth, their jagged-edged leaves and white blossoms forming halos above the grass. Bees hummed their way from flower to flower and birds defended their territories in the bushes. Liz longed for a wooden bench with warm laths to sit on, so she could absorb the atmosphere in the garden.

Blessing appeared at her side.

‘We need to get going soon, if we’re going to arrive at your parents’ house before supper.’

Liz sighed, but she followed Blessing to the car without comment. Michael had a spring in his step, and Liz recognised the signs of a grand plan. Blessing will never agree to it. He’s living in cloud cuckoo land.

‘Isn’t it a fabulous house?’ said Michael.

‘Amazing,’ said Liz. ‘So full of character.’
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