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One

			‘I have rather an unusual request.’ Miss Margaret Teal chewed her lip, folding and unfolding the cuff of her heavy beige cardigan.

			April wondered why Miss Teal hadn’t made more effort. Normally when people – women especially – consulted the True Minds Marriage Bureau they put their best foot forward. April was often touched by their efforts to look attractive, even for the preliminary interview when there were no prospective suitors in sight. Miss Teal seemed oblivious of her appearance. Yet the girl was very good-looking if you looked past the lumpen clothes and scraped-back hair: her skin was clear, her eyes dark, and she had fine bone structure like Katharine Hepburn, April’s favourite actress.

			Whatever she looked like, she was far too young to have resorted to a marriage bureau – twenty-one was strictly their age limit, and Margaret Teal couldn’t be much more. People didn’t consult True Minds until the normal well of ways to meet the opposite sex had run dry. And April was not one to turn away business, but all Miss Teal really needed was someone to help her present herself more favourably. Why, a pretty frock and a flattering hairdo and the young men would flock to her! What was her mother thinking? Mammy would have had something to say if April had gone out looking so frumpy.

			She searched for a tactful way to say this, but tact was not her strong suit. And what if the wee girl said she was thirty? Now that April was over thirty herself and religiously did daily exercises to prevent her chin from sagging – apparently it could creep up (or rather down) on you when you weren’t looking – she’d be thrilled to be thought younger, but one of the things she had learned since taking charge of True Minds was that not everybody thought as she did. Which was just as well for business, given that April had no interest in marriage for herself.

			‘You’re grand and fresh looking, Miss Teal,’ she said.

			Miss Teal looked surprised. ‘Well, I’d hope so,’ she said stiffly. ‘I’m only eighteen.’

			‘Eighteen? But’ – but you dress like a fifty-year-old librarian. ‘Miss Teal, we can’t take anyone under twenty-one.’

			‘Oh, it’s not for me,’ Miss Teal explained. ‘That’s why it’s unusual. It’s for my brother.’

			‘But we can’t …’

			‘Isn’t that what you do?’ She looked puzzled. ‘Colonel Lucey’s always talking about the fine young gel who found him a wife. That’s you, isn’t it? And no disrespect to the Colonel, but he’s sixty if he’s a day and, well …’

			April was fond of stout, red-faced Colonel Lucey, whose gratitude to True Minds expressed itself in various kindnesses – trout from his stream, roses from his garden, and the last time his best spaniel bitch whelped he had been very keen for April to have a puppy. Pets made Felicity, whom she lived with, wheeze, so she’d had to refuse. Still, Miss Teal had a point.

			‘We’re not only here for the young and attractive,’ she said. ‘It wouldn’t do if we’d all the same qualities.’

			‘Oh, I know,’ Miss Teal said. ‘But Charlie’s quite a catch. He’s thirty-seven. I think he’s handsome, though obviously I’m not the best judge. He’s got a grand cottage and a steady job – he’s groom to Colonel Lucey. Oh!’ Her eyes blazed. ‘Is it because he’s a groom? Don’t you take servants? But he’s not the boot boy or the scullery maid.’

			‘Miss Teal.’ April summoned up all the dignity of her status as senior partner of the True Minds Marriage Bureau. (There was no junior partner, just Lily, who did the donkey work, but she liked the title.) ‘There’s no prejudice against your brother’s occupation, but we can’t take clients on without their say-so. If he makes an appointment, we’d be delighted to try to suit him.’ The part of her brain that never stopped matchmaking was already riffling through the files in her mind. That young woman last week: she hunted three times a week. No – too posh. Miss Dalrymple? She’d been trying to suit her for ages. Or …

			But none of them were any good unless Charlie Teal came in of his own accord. 

			‘He won’t; he’s hopeless,’ Miss Teal wailed. ‘He’ll just fester up there with his blessed dogs and I’ll worry, and it’ll spoil everything and I’ll end up coming home to fester beside him and ruin my life too.’ Her eyes filled with tears and she looked suddenly like the young girl she was.

			April, who had done a fair bit of festering at home in Northern Ireland until she had escaped to Easterbridge two years ago, felt a kick of fellow feeling. ‘Why don’t I send for tea,’ she suggested, ‘and you can tell me all about it?’

			‘Thank you.’ Miss Teal fumbled in her skirt pocket for a handkerchief. ‘Maybe it’s a silly idea, but it’d be easier to go to the other side of the world if I thought he was being looked after.’

			‘Your brother’s a grown man,’ April began sternly, crossing the room to the door. ‘Lily!’ she called upstairs. She disliked roaring like a fishwife, but one of Lily’s peculiarities was an inability to hear a bell, though she responded to her name like a co-operative dog. She looked quite like a dog too, April thought as Lily lolloped downstairs, her sandy hair escaping its pins and her mouth half open: a Golden Retriever, big-boned, eager to please, but not quite in control of its limbs.

			‘Can we have a tray please? Tea for two,’ April asked.

			Lily looked startled. ‘We’ve no biscuits,’ she said. ‘You said nowt about tea.’

			‘Tea will be fine. Don’t worry about the biscuits.’ April tried to hide her indignation. The biscuit tin had been half full that morning, and they had had no clients before Margaret Teal. Not for the first time, she regretted employing Lily. But as she re-entered the interview room she was smiling calmly, all her attention on this client-who-wasn’t.

			‘Now,’ she said, ‘where were we? You mentioned travel?’

			The girl nodded, her eyes brightening. ‘I’m going to be a nun.’

			April swallowed. ‘I can honestly say that you’re the first nun to consult this marriage bureau.’

			‘I’m not a nun yet.’

			‘And why does a wee girl like you want to join a convent?’ April asked. ‘I don’t mean to be pass-remarkable, but you’re so young.’

			‘I have a vocation,’ Margaret said importantly, balling her handkerchief in one hand and looking younger in her intensity.

			April was about to ask, ‘How can you know?’ when she remembered how irritated she had always been when people refused to take seriously her determination not to marry. Everyone said she would change her mind. Wait until you meet the right man. But they had been wrong. Except, she supposed, that she had met someone – Felicity.

			‘It seems such a difficult life,’ she said. ‘Don’t you have to give up all your possessions and do what you’re told?’

			‘Oh yes, but that’s nothing compared to what it’ll give me! Dedicating my life to God. And being part of a community. Belonging.’

			‘Aye, I know what you mean.’

			‘I’ve always been the odd one out,’ Margaret said frankly. ‘I was the cleverest at the village school, and a Catholic. But the master found out about scholarships to a convent in York – and I won. I boarded there for four years and I loved it.’

			‘But if you don’t mind me asking’ – two years in England had taught April that the English were as obsessed with class as her own people were about religion, and she had heard that nuns could be desperate snobs – ‘was it not hard being at a posh convent school?’

			‘If anyone was beastly, I just offered it up.’ Margaret’s face took on a pious cast that robbed it of its attractiveness, though that wouldn’t matter once she took the veil.

			‘So where—?’

			‘I’m going to the mother house in Dublin.’ Not quite the other side of the world, as she had claimed, but in her next breath Margaret said, ‘It’s a missionary order, so I hope to be called abroad eventually – Tanganyika, probably.’ 

			Her excitement was palpable, and April wondered how much her vocation was for the religious life and how much for adventure.

			Lily galumphed in, balancing a tea tray at a precarious angle. Before April could rescue it, Margaret leapt up and took it, and Lily, sniffing loudly, backed out of the room. She would have to go. April was all for giving people chances, but it would have been all the same if Margaret had been a real client. 

			She sighed, lifted the teapot from its surrounding puddle, and dried its bottom with a handkerchief before pouring. Lily had spilled so much there was barely a cup each.

			‘I’m sorry about Lily,’ April said. ‘She was keen to try office work, but she’s not quite cut out for it.’

			‘I’m so lucky to have a vocation,’ Margaret said. Then her face clouded. ‘It’s just leaving Charlie that bothers me. It’s quite lonely, our cottage – about a mile from Shippardsholme, up on the moors. Apart from the Colonel’s place, there’s only a few farms nearby.’

			‘You left him to go to school.’

			‘I was home for holidays. After I’m professed – and if I get to Tanganyika …’ She sighed. ‘We’ve been on our own since Mam died. And even with the scholarship, there were things to buy: uniform, tennis racquet, books. It can’t have been easy, but Charlie managed. He even sold his best dog! And now I’m repaying him by going as far away as possible.’ She bit her lip.

			‘Look, Margaret,’ April said, ‘I can’t find Charlie a wife unless he asks me to. But I’ll give you one of our brochures – there’s no harm in telling him you’ve consulted me. He does sound an interesting fellow.’

			Honesty and loyalty fought it out on Margaret’s face. ‘I don’t know about interesting,’ she admitted. ‘All he talks about is his dogs.’

			‘Och, the Colonel was the same. Does Charlie have spaniels too?’ She had a mental image of a man in a checked cap and gaiters, striding across the moors with his faithful spaniel and his shotgun. Plenty of women would go mad for the like of that!

			Margaret shook her head. ‘Greyhounds. They’re all he lives for – them and the Colonel’s horses. He’s bred a few litters since Mam died – Mam wouldn’t have had one near the place – and they’ve never done much apart from the one he sold to help me. But he’s got one bitch now; he says she’s a champion. She’s won at the local flapper track, but now he says she’s ready for Leeds or Barnsley.’

			This was double Dutch to April, who had a mental picture of flappers dancing the Charleston. Still, the new sport of greyhound racing was very popular, and not only with men.

			She gave Margaret a brochure and a registration form. ‘Maybe we’ll see him here one of these days,’ she said. ‘And I promise to do my best for him if he does. Now off you go and try not to worry – you’ve done your best. You can do no more.’

			Margaret said, without a trace of embarrassment, ‘Yes, I can. I shall pray for him. For a special intention. And of course, Miss McVey, I’ll pray for you.’

			An unorthodox valediction for a marriage bureau appointment, but April smiled and said, ‘Thank you, Miss Teal. Fair play to you.’

		

	
		
			
Two

			Maybe there was something in the power of prayer after all. Two days later the afternoon post brought an envelope the thickness of which made April’s heart thump with anticipation: a filled-in registration form. As she unfolded it, noting that the handwriting was untidy but characterful, one word jumped out from the Hobbies and Interests section: horses. Charlie Teal already? Well done, Margaret!

			But no, it was a young woman: a Miss Barbara Firth. She was twenty-eight and loved the countryside and old horses! How odd to like specifically old horses, but how perfect for Charlie! April checked the address … why, she even lived near him. Margaret had said their home was near Shippardsholme, and Miss Firth lived between there and Easterbridge. She was pretty too: the enclosed photo showed a young woman with a sleek dark bob and a sweet face. Any man would be delighted to be matched with her.

			Your loss, Charlie boy, April thought. You don’t know what you’re missing. Still, maybe Barbara Firth was only the first instalment of Margaret’s prayers being answered. The very next day could bring Charlie himself. April wasn’t a great one for prayer herself, apart from when she was really in a fix, but as she cycled home through a spring shower, she found herself sending a few thoughts in a vaguely heavenwards direction: How could it not be your will to bring these two people together? Sure, wouldn’t it set young Margaret’s mind at rest and her about to become a nun and do your work for the rest of her life? Och, come on now, God – fair’s fair.

			She had a sudden memory of the few nuns she had seen in Lisnacashan, her hometown. They seemed to glide along the streets as if they had no legs. April and her pal Evelyn had once followed two from the Catholic church all the way to Doran’s Loanen, where the poor Catholics lived, trying to work out what exactly was under their heavy long robes. Mammy had smacked her when she found out. She didn’t hold with nuns herself, being Presbyterian, but that didn’t mean she wanted her daughter being disrespectful. ‘It’s that bold chit Evelyn Brady leading you astray,’ she’d said, which was exactly what Evelyn’s mammy said about April. They used to dare each other to go into the Catholic church too, this being the most forbidden place they could think of. Old Father Quinn knew rightly they weren’t in his flock, but he never seemed to mind.

			Changing gear for the climb up Riverside Road, looking forward to the meal Felicity had promised to have waiting, April smiled at the memory of Evelyn – what eejits they’d been! – and then sobered, remembering the tragedy that had befallen her old friend: her little son had been killed in a farmyard accident last year. April had tried to keep in touch, but there were only so many times you could send a kind note without getting a reply. When she did write, she always ended, And if you need a change of scene, come to me. We’ve a spare room and you’re always welcome. The offer might never be taken up, but it made her feel better to make it.

			It wasn’t even quite true that they had a spare room. More often than not their attic was occupied by Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany. The Schneiders had left a fortnight ago to join relatives in Leeds, and though April had grown very fond of them, she loved being alone with Felicity. After dinner they could listen to the wireless without feeling antisocial. Felicity could sit on the floor and lean back against April’s legs and April would massage her shoulders, tight from being hunched over her typewriter. Or they would sit on the settee together and Felicity would rub April’s feet, which often ached from cycling. They didn’t have to hide these intimacies from their lodgers, but April never felt comfortable. Felicity laughed at her prudishness and told her about the clubs in Berlin and London where women danced together and held hands and even kissed. But there was only one place in Easterbridge where April could do such things, and that was eleven Riverside Road. Home.

			She wheeled her bicycle round to the shed and let herself in the back door. It led through a tiny scullery into their big, bright, not-always-tidy kitchen, and today she noticed seven cups piled in the sink. So Felicity’s writing was going well. No plate – that meant she had forgotten about lunch. No smell of dinner. April sighed. Felicity worked as hard as she did; April didn’t expect to come home to her dinner on the table, as Daddy had always done, but this was her busy evening. She had barely an hour before going back out to the girls’ club she helped run at Shaw’s Mill, a community centre run by Sybil and Henry Barrett, the first couple she had ever introduced. Surely it wasn’t too much to hope that Felicity might have shoved something in the oven – a couple of potatoes baked in their jackets would have been better than nothing.

			She opened the kitchen door and shouted upstairs, ‘Felicity! I’m home!’

			‘You can’t be! It’s not time!’

			‘It is. I’ll make us something quick for dinner.’

			‘Dinner?’

			‘Aye, you know that thing people eat in the evening?’ That thing you promised to make. ‘I used to call it my tea before I took up with you.’

			‘Oh lord – hold on!’

			She heard Felicity’s chair scrape back from the desk and then her feet patter and then she was flying down the stairs and into the kitchen in a rush of apology which ended in a fit of coughing.

			

			April frowned, turned on the tap, rinsed out one of the seven cups, filled it and handed it to Felicity. ‘You’re still not over that cold.’

			‘It’s nothing.’ Felicity sipped the water, and her breathing returned to normal.

			‘Sit down and I’ll make us something – it’ll have to be toast.’

			‘That’s fine. I’m not hungry.’

			Well, I am, April thought, taking bread from the breadbin and starting to prepare a quick Welsh rarebit. Never mind, she could get a cup of tea and a bun at Shaw’s Mill. The girls in her Thursday club took turns to make and serve supper. They were doing crafts this evening: Miss Dawson was showing them how to make over old hats into Easter bonnets.

			As they ate, she told Felicity about Margaret Teal and her brother.

			‘Why don’t you ask him to do a talk at the mill, like that young policeman who spoke about road safety?’ Felicity suggested. ‘You always say it’s hard to get boys involved – greyhound racing might appeal.’ She frowned. ‘I don’t approve of it, though – surely dogs wouldn’t race round a track if they had the choice, and then of course there’s the gambling …’

			‘The lads might like it.’ April helped herself to a spoonful of chutney. ‘The wee fellas come for woodwork, and the men have their five-aside football, but it’s hard getting the older lads in.’

			‘There are more of them hanging around the streets than there used to be.’ Felicity cut into her Welsh rarebit. ‘You see them outside the Queen’s Head.’

			‘What Mammy called corner boys. Sure the unemployment’s desperate.’ April might not have Felicity’s political awareness – sometimes she couldn’t bear to read the newspapers because things seemed so worrying – but she knew that much. She liked Felicity’s idea: Charlie might not want a wife, but he could make new friends if he came to the mill, and at the very least he could do them a good turn. How could she engineer it? Would it be too cheeky to ask the Colonel to ask him? It was different with PC Armstrong: young, keen, recently transferred from another force; it had been part of his job to raise awareness of road safety.

			‘Which makes them so vulnerable to gangs and organisations,’ Felicity said, and April, lost in thoughts of Charlie, the Colonel, greyhounds and PC Armstrong, blinked stupidly. ‘When they hear the poison Mosley and his lot spout about foreigners taking the jobs and Hitler having the right idea … And talking of Hitler—’

			‘Don’t,’ April said.

			‘You don’t know what I was going to say.’

			‘You’re going to say it’s time we had another refugee.’

			‘It’s been a while since Otto and Frieda went.’

			‘I know.’ April’s voice was small.

			‘There are so many in need.’

			‘But it’s so nice having the house to ourselves. I’m awful busy, with the bureau and the mill – thon Lily’s as useful as a chocolate teapot.’

			‘It’s not much extra work. They always look after themselves. Look at Frieda – we couldn’t stop her cleaning! And Otto did a wonderful job sorting out the shed. You know they always want to repay us somehow. And when you think what they’ve come from—’

			April didn’t want Felicity to start her litany of the evils of Nazism. Of course she agreed, but she was tired, still hungry, and had exactly ten minutes before she had to be jolly Miss McVey at Shaw’s Mill with the gaggle of girls who thronged there on Thursdays. And she hadn’t seen Felicity all day and it would have been nice for her to have agreed that she liked having the house to themselves. April admired Felicity’s zeal and commitment, but sometimes she would have liked her to be a bit more … she couldn’t think of the right word. More mine, was the closest she could get. Which was selfish and what Felicity called reactionary.

			‘It’s you I’m thinking about mostly,’ she said. ‘You haven’t shaken off that cough. And you’re working too hard. You could do with a wee break.’

			‘I’ll take a wee break when we’ve defeated fascism,’ Felicity said, her blue eyes sparking. ‘Or should I ask the refugees to take a break from being persecuted until it’s more convenient?’

			‘Don’t be an eejit. You know what I mean.’

			But that was the trouble. It was all very well loving someone, knowing you wanted to spend your life with them, but Felicity didn’t always know what she meant, and April didn’t always understand Felicity.

			‘We’ll talk about it when I get home,’ she said, ‘or when we’re less busy.’ Which was what they always said, only they never got less busy.

		

	
		
			
Three

			Beyond the fields, the hills had darkened to shadowy humps fringed with the last of an orange-blue sunset. It would be dark before Charlie got home, and by the time he had settled the dogs, lit the fire and had a bit of supper, the evening would be well on. He could have waited for the last bus, but he would rather walk the three miles cross-country than hang about town for two hours. He had offered to escort Margaret all the way to York, where she was to spend a week on retreat before travelling to the Dublin convent, but she had refused.

			‘It’s the same trip I’ve always done. Change at Leeds and don’t talk to strange men,’ she had said. ‘I don’t need a chaperone, Charlie – I’m a big girl now.’

			‘You’ll always be my baby sister.’

			‘Don’t be daft!’ But she clung to him on the platform, and though she walked away with her usual jaunty air, the hand gripping the handle of her old suitcase looked very small. Settled in the train, she pulled down the window and called, ‘Don’t be lonely.’

			‘How’d I be lonely with the dogs?’

			She looked unconvinced. ‘Don’t be sad, then. Get yourself out. Get yourself a wife.’

			‘Don’t be daft!’ He’d been astounded when she had presented him one day with a brochure for, of all things, a marriage bureau. ‘What would I do with a wife? And I’m not sad.’

			And he wasn’t, but now, as Charlie climbed the stile beside Shippards Wood for the shortcut to the village, he couldn’t have said he felt happy. Margaret had always known her own mind, but this wasn’t the life he’d have chosen for her. Though his mam would have been pleased. And maybe he was being selfish. Margaret’s vocation was a gift from God: he should be happy for her.

			It felt strange, walking without the dogs. He kept looking back as if expecting Tippy to be at his heels or Tansy to slink from behind the darkening trees or the pups to start scrapping. He quickened his pace: they’d need emptying. They didn’t like to soil their beds and it wasn’t fair to keep them waiting. Usually he had a few hours off before evening stables and walked them then. He’d called at Yeadons’ farm earlier to ask if young Sam could see to them after school but, unusually, there’d been nobody about.

			The snicket emerged beside the churchyard at St Luke’s Church at the top end of the village. Now he had to walk all the way down the main street and over the bridge, but then he could cut across Yeadons’ meadow to the end of his own lane. He hurried past the village shop: if Miss Batley spied him, she’d dash out to ask him to join the bowls team or tell him about a new line in caramels or condole with him about Margaret’s leaving and tell him her door was always open. And she would blush and finger the lace collar she always wore over her floral shop coat. Charlie was not vain, but he had not needed Margaret to tell him that Miss Batley had a pash on him. The only woman who did. Apart from Tippy, who adored him with tail-wagging, headbutting intensity, pushing her long nose into the crook of his arm when she walked beside him, gazing up with mild brown eyes. Tansy, independent and aloof, was more her own dog, as well as being the one he had high hopes for, and ridiculous dreams.

			He was imagining leading Tansy to the winner’s podium at Elland Road, with the crowd cheering, her bright eyes shining under the lights, her black-and-white flanks heaving, a laurel wreath around her neck, when he became aware of a whining behind him. Not a dog, the bus. It chugged past him and pulled up at the stop beside the Blacksmith’s Arms. So he’d have been home no sooner if he’d taken it. His neighbour, Joseph Yeadon, emerged from the bus.

			‘All right then, Joseph?’ Charlie said, pleased to have company. ‘What you doing in town on a Friday? It’s not market day.’

			Joseph looked poorly, as if he’d been up all night with a cow. ‘It’s Florrie. She’s having the baby.’

			Charlie felt himself blush, which was daft – he had no bother talking about bitches whelping or mares foaling, and he’d helped Joseph deliver more than one calf.

			‘That’s grand,’ he said. ‘I didn’t realise she was, um …’

			Joseph gave an awkward laugh. ‘We never expected – at our age! And by the time we realised there was a baby on the way, Florrie was five months gone. Oh, we did get a shock! But we’ve not said owt, in case, well …’

			‘But everything’s all right?’

			‘No,’ Joseph said bleakly. ‘It’s too soon. Only Florrie started with pains this lunchtime, so I called for the doctor and, well, baby’s coming. They’ve sent me home. They said I’m only in the way.’

			‘Where is she?’

			‘St John’s. Maternity wing.’

			‘Well, they’ll look after her, won’t they?’ Charlie knew babies were normally born at home; there must be something to worry about if they’d taken Florrie into the hospital. Joseph’s first wife had died, must be four years ago now, leaving him with two children; it would be a terrible blow if anything happened to Florrie.

			‘Oh God, Charlie, I hope so. Only she looked so frightened. I’ll never forgive myself if – if anything …’ 

			Charlie’s repertoire of reassuring noises was limited, so it was a relief to see the gates of Yeadons’ farm approach, the grey stone house square and stolid in the dusk. 

			Joseph’s steps slowed. ‘Well, here I am,’ he said, reaching for the latch on the gate. Then he turned. ‘I don’t fancy being on my own. The kids are at my mam’s. Would you come in?’

			‘Can’t,’ Charlie said. ‘I’ve dogs to see to.’

			People didn’t always understand that Charlie’s life and routine revolved around the animals – his own dogs and the Colonel’s stable of hunters – but Joseph was a farmer. ‘Well, why don’t I fetch a bottle of Florrie’s blackberry wine and we’ll take it up to yours?’

			‘Aye, all right.’

			Joseph’s old sheepdog, Nell, slunk out from a shed. She padded after them on stiff legs, heavy plumed tail waving, and kept with them all the way, tongue lolling. 

			‘She’ll not win any races,’ Charlie said.

			‘No, bless her; she must be fourteen. But she’s a grand lass.’ Joseph reached down to scratch behind the old dog’s ears. ‘Let’s see these champions, then,’ he said as Charlie’s cottage came into view.

			They went straight to the old stone shed out the back, the dogs already barking a welcome. He’d divided it into four good kennels and a whelping pen, with a small yard.

			‘You’ve a grand set-up here,’ Joseph said.

			‘I gallop them in the paddock. It’s a bit rough, but it gets them fit. Come on, lasses.’ The two bitches, fawn Tippy and black-and-white Tansy, pranced out of their kennels and snaked round the men’s legs before dashing out to the yard and relieving themselves.

			‘Only two?’ Joseph asked. ‘I thought you were in a bigger way of going. What about that big black dog? They were saying down the Blacksmith’s that he was a champion.’

			‘Ted.’ Charlie lit the lantern he kept on a hook on the door. ‘I sold him to Eddie Blythe.’ Preparing Margaret for a life of poverty hadn’t been cheap. Eddie Blythe was a big trainer in Leeds with deep pockets and an eye for a good dog. Someday Charlie would have to watch Ted win for Eddie.

			Charlie opened the kennel shared by the brindle pups and they streamed out, striped and dappled in brown and gold. Tippy trotted off to the corner of the yard, keeping a cool eye on the frolicking pups as if she remembered too well their nipping mouths and scrabbling paws.

			Joseph laughed. ‘She’s glad to be rid.’

			‘Aye, they’re six months old now.’

			‘Any good?’

			The two men leaned over the wall and watched the dogs in the gloaming. Charlie set the lantern between them. ‘Too soon to say. You don’t do much until they’re about a year old. Then you see if they show interest in rabbits in the fields, then take them for a trial.’ He kept his voice casual. There was so much that could go wrong – a bout of distemper could wipe out a litter in days, and survivors were likely to be weaklings. Even if the dogs thrived, they mightn’t make it. There were dogs who wouldn’t chase the mechanical hare, dogs who fought, dogs who couldn’t be bothered, and of course dogs that simply weren’t fast enough. He’d even had one that used to turn himself round in the trap so that he came out arse first, and by the time he righted himself the race was over. So it was best not to count any chickens. ‘The sire was a champion. I took Tippy here all the way to Durham to get served. She was no world beater, but she was a decent sprinter before she broke her leg. So, well, you hope, don’t you? It’s all you can do.’

			Joseph sighed. ‘Aye,’ he said.

			Charlie knew he wasn’t thinking of dogs. 

			

			A bird had started to build in the hedge that hugged the wall: blackbird probably. It wasn’t finished, but already the little cup of twigs and earth was recognisably a nest. Tippy and Tansy were back at the shed door now; it was past feeding time. Charlie whistled for the pups and showed Joseph how to put on the little sheepskin coats they wore at night, while he mixed their meat and biscuits. He could happily have stayed there all evening with the soft huffs and snuffs of his dogs, their simple single-minded focus on eating and then curling up to sleep on their beds. Easier than trying to find reassuring things to say about wives and childbirth, about which he knew nothing. But once the dogs were settled, he could drag it out no longer.

			‘I’ll fix us something to eat,’ he said.

			He had grown used to an empty house, but he still disliked that first moment of homecoming, when the room struck dark and chill and the chairs at either side of the kitchen range were big empty shadows. But he soon had the lamps lit and the fire raked into life, and a supper of bread and cheese on the table. The blackberry wine, though not something he would have chosen, was cheering, the second glass going down easier than the first. Nell slunk under Joseph’s chair and settled into a heavy sleep punctuated by soft snores. Margaret had left an apple tart in the larder – she must have baked it that morning when he was at work. He wondered if she had had to wait long for her connection in Leeds, if she was being well fed in the convent, if she was homesick. He cut two large wedges of pie and Joseph tucked in as if his wife had been away a month rather than a day. Anxiety wasn’t putting him off his grub, which was just as well given how he was putting away the wine.

			‘You’ll miss your Margaret,’ Joseph said.

			Charlie nodded. ‘I will, aye.’

			

			‘Strange life,’ Joseph said.

			‘A useful one,’ Charlie said. ‘And Margaret’s always known her own mind. Even as a little lass she was stubborn, set on her own will. Not pious; I’d no idea she had a vocation until she was leaving school.’

			As was generally the case with Protestants, Joseph shied away from such talk. ‘And she’s – what? – nineteen years younger than you?’

			‘Aye, about that.’

			‘It’ll be a big gap between my two and the baby. I mean, if the baby – if everything’s all right.’

			‘D’you think they’ll be jealous?’ Best to speak as if the impending birth was a foregone conclusion, with nothing to worry about.

			Joseph shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. They both took to Florrie – it was hard on them when Kate died.’ Again, that bleak, terrified look so that Charlie, for want of anything more constructive to do, poured them both another glass. ‘Sam’s only interested in farming, follows me round like old Nell here.’ The dog stirred in her sleep though she was surely too deaf to have heard her name. ‘I think Sally imagines something like a pet lamb.’

			‘Well, I suppose it is,’ Charlie said, relieved to have the talk safely back on four legs. Though lambs often became pets because the ewe had died. ‘A lamb’d be quieter than a baby. Margaret used to scream the place down.’

			‘Your mam can’t have been young,’ Joseph said. ‘But she was all right?’ His eyes bored into Charlie’s, desperate for reassurance.

			Charlie hesitated. ‘Well – she’d just lost my father, and she’d had the Spanish flu – that’s what he died of – so she wasn’t exactly all right. But that doesn’t mean Florrie won’t be.’

			‘Kate died in childbirth. Baby and all. I wouldn’t mind so much about the baby this time, as long as Florrie …’

			Oh God. What was he meant to say? ‘Well, at least she’s in the hospital. They wouldn’t have sent you away if they’d been really worried, would they? And Mam was bad for a long time, and baby Margaret was a sickly scrap, but they were both grand in the end.’

			Even so, it had been the end of Charlie’s own career. ‘Don’t come home,’ Mam had insisted. ‘Your work is too important. I’ll manage.’ She had been so proud of him, doing something she could boast about at Mass and down the shops. Prouder than she ever was of him as a groom, though she’d been grateful for the cottage that went with his job. His father had been Colonel Lucey’s batman during the war – ‘helped me out of no end of a tight spot,’ the Colonel said, and he had wanted to help his widow and son, even though Charlie was a city boy, with no knowledge of country life. Flu, widowhood and pregnancy had left Mam weak, but the upland air suited her. Charlie discovered an affinity with horses, and it had been easier than anyone knew to give up his original plans.

			He told Joseph a little of this now. Not the whole story: that would have taken more than a few glasses of blackberry wine. He said only that he had been away from home, studying for a job and had had to change his plans.

			‘I don’t regret it,’ he said. ‘I love these moors, and my work. You know where you are with animals. And the Colonel’s a decent boss. Lends me his Bentley shooting brake to take the dogs racing. Not many bosses’d do that.’

			Joseph grunted. ‘Aye, he’s not the worst. Eccentric old bugger, mind.’

			‘He is that.’

			‘He’s met his match now!’ They both smiled, thinking of the Colonel’s recent marriage. Thomasina Longbottom – now Lucey – was a fierce tweedy lady of indeterminate age and boundless energy, generally flanked by English setters. She had moved into Lucey Hall with her dogs and two flashy chestnut mares, Scarlet and Carnelian, who carried her with the Shippard Valley Hunt twice a week during the season. It was Charlie’s job to exercise them when Mrs Lucey was too busy with her dogs, her good works or accompanying her husband on motor tours in their big Crossley.

			‘You know they met through a matchmaker?’ Charlie wouldn’t have said this if he had been quite sober, but he wanted to get Joseph away from worrying about Florrie. And he was breaking no confidences: the Colonel was thrilled that Thomasina had been introduced to him by the marriage bureau in Easterbridge. ‘Splendid gels,’ he told anyone who would listen. ‘Took them a while to find my Thomsy, but by God she was worth the wait.’ And Mrs Lucey showed no embarrassment either. ‘Damned sensible,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t have had a notion where to find a chap.’

			‘Actually,’ Charlie admitted now, ‘our Margaret wanted me to sign up with them too! Can you imagine me in a marriage bureau?’ He laughed. This blackberry wine was grand stuff when you got used to it.

			‘The True Minds Marriage Bureau?’ Joseph looked sheepish. ‘I, er, know it.’ He smiled into his glass.

			It took Charlie a moment to catch his meaning. ‘You and Florrie?’

			Joseph nodded. ‘Aye. I knew pretty quick after Kate died that I’d wed again. I couldn’t manage the kids and the house as well as the farm, and it was so bloody lonely.’ He rushed on. ‘I read about the bureau in the Easterbridge Recorder and they found me Florrie. We liked each other. The kids took to her and that was it.’ He went off into a rhapsody about Florrie – how loving she was, how good with the children, how she had changed his life …

			Charlie sat back, sipping the last of his wine.

			It was so bloody lonely.

			Don’t be lonely.

			He wasn’t lonely. As he had told Margaret, how could he be, with the dogs? There was always something to do, somewhere to take them, some hope to keep you going. And the daily routine of caring for and training them left you with no time to wonder whether or not you were lonely.

			And he wasn’t. You didn’t miss what you’d never had. It was different for the Colonel – he’d struggled with civilian life, especially after his old mother died, and he needed someone to look after him. Different for Joseph with kids to bring up. Joseph’s rhapsody took a darker turn as the level in the wine bottle went down: how Florrie had saved him, how he hadn’t believed there could be happiness like that again, how proud he was of her for giving him another child, how he’d never forgive himself if …

			But he, Charlie, was grand. He was used to this quiet room, the tick of the clock on the mantelpiece bringing him closer to the dogs’ bedtime empty, the crackle of the fire. And then he became aware of an alien sound, a sort of rusty sobbing. Joseph was crying. Tears rolled down his ruddy face.

			‘Oh lord, Charlie, I’m sorry, but I bloody love her. I can’t lose her – not again.’ 

			The naked agony in his voice made Charlie glance away into the flames, and to shiver despite the heat in the room. He had never loved anyone enough to cause that terrible, searing fear of loss.

			‘Come on, Joe, lad.’ He stood up and took Joseph’s glass from him. He had never called him Joe. ‘You’ve had enough. I’ll set you home.’ He patted his shoulder.

			

			‘But I—’

			‘You’ll be better in your own house – they’ll telephone, won’t they, when there’s news?’

			‘Aye, they will.’ He sniffed and wiped his face.

			‘Well, you need to be there. Come on.’

			Joseph was a heavyset man who had consumed a lot of wine; Charlie had to do a fair bit of hauling to get him to his feet and outside. But finally he set off on his way with old Nell limping ahead, a denser darkness in the spring night.

		

	
		
			
Four

			The child is dead.

			Well over a year later, the words still twisted themselves round every thought, and the reality, the fact of it, was there, always.

			The child is dead.

			Evelyn had heard Maurice say the words, and one part of her brain registered his meaning, knew he would not lie, not about this, but still she could not believe it. Children weren’t meant to die. Sickly, poor children, maybe – there were plenty of those in Lisnacashan, snattery-nosed, bandy-legged scraps – but not bonny, strong lads like her wee Robbie. One minute running about the yard, then—

			Maurice had carried him in from the barn, and Jamesie the farmhand had run for Doctor Liddell, but it was too late.

			Her child. Her life. The one thing that was hers. 

			

			And it was her fault. 

			That was the part nobody knew. If they did, they would stop being so kind with their apple tarts and lamb stews, their prayers and kindly-meant reassurances: she was young; she would get over it; please God, the more tactless ones said, she could have another child.

			And over and over again, wanting to make her feel better: it was an accident. It could have happened to anyone. Farms were dangerous places. Children were curious and wee boys had no sense of danger. She could only have taken her eyes off him for a minute. A moment. Nobody blamed her. She was a good mother. Even Maurice’s old witch of a mammy said that. ‘You were a grand wee mother, Evelyn.’

			Only Evelyn hadn’t been. Not grand enough to keep her child safe. And now she wasn’t a mother at all.

			The neighbourly concern had dried up as the weeks became months and the seasons turned, and then it was a year and more. Oh, she knew fine well what they said now: surely it was time young Mrs Kenny was getting over her tragedy.

			She sat in the dark kitchen, not bothering to put the light on, not bothering to clean. She didn’t read or listen to the wireless. She just sat. He had died on the twentieth of January, and exactly a year later, on his anniversary, the king had died too. Fancy that, people said, as though she should get some comfort from it. But there was no comfort to be had: the king was an old man of seventy and Robbie had been four. The king had died peacefully in his bed, while Robbie—

			No. Don’t think about the details.

			The king had been replaced instantly – Edward VIII had been declared king the very next day – whereas she would never have another child, whatever people said about how young she was. She didn’t feel young.

			Maurice carried on as though nothing had happened. Worked the farm. Went into town with his cronies on a Saturday night, where he never had more than two glasses of Guinness. Went to church on Sunday mornings and didn’t argue when she refused to go too. He never mentioned his son’s name. 

			On Easter Sunday morning, when Evelyn dragged herself up to the range to cook his breakfast, Maurice cleared his throat and said, ‘Mammy thinks it’s time you came back to church.’

			‘Does she now?’ She dropped the lard into the pan where it started to sizzle.

			‘Come on, Evvie. People would like to see you.’

			‘Well, I don’t want to see people.’ She threw in two sausages, a couple of rashers.

			‘It’d do you good to get out of the house. Get some fresh air.’

			She snorted. ‘I’d not get much fresh air in church.’ She hadn’t set foot in First Lisnacashan Presbyterian since the funeral. A coffin wasn’t meant to be that small.

			‘You know what I mean. See about you. A wee change of scene.’

			He was so bloody patient and reasonable; she would have preferred him to rant and rage and react. 

			‘It’s a grand day. I could put the hood down on the car; you’d get plenty of fresh air that way. We could take a wee drive afterwards.’

			

			‘It’s too cold.’ The rashers were starting to curl; she flipped them over and squashed them up to the edge of the pan to make room for the potato farls and soda bread. Ugh. She could boke at the thought of a fry.

			‘You could wrap up. Mammy’d like to see you.’

			‘Sure she’s only across the yard.’ Their bungalow had always felt too close to Maurice’s home place, the big stone farmhouse where Mona lived alone now. She reached across him to the egg crock. ‘One or two?’

			‘Two.’ Maurice loved his fry. 

			So seen on him, Evelyn thought, feeling her lip curl at the sight of his belly pressing against his good navy waistcoat. She cracked the eggs into the pan. One of the yolks broke, bleeding bright yellow slime into the fat. She stifled a retch.

			She tossed the food out on to a plate and set it on the table. ‘Don’t spill that on your good suit,’ she warned, and handed him a clean napkin from the dresser drawer. She wet the tea.

			He sat down and obediently tucked the napkin into his shirt collar. He thanked her and said it looked great. He didn’t complain about the broken egg or the fact that the bacon wasn’t as crispy as he liked. In fairness, Maurice wasn’t one for complaining. He never hit her. He didn’t drink much or gamble. He hadn’t been a catch, exactly: older than her, already running to fat and baldness, but he was a decent man with a good farm, all his now his daddy had died. They hadn’t been unhappy. They had had Robbie.

			And now they didn’t. Now there was nothing between them, and too much between them, and Robbie was not to be spoken of, and the other thing was never to be spoken of. They could say one egg or two? and thank you for the fry, but they could not talk about the truth.

			‘Are you not having anything? You’ve gone very skinny.’ He would not have let his cows get so thin.

			‘My stomach’s sick. I’ll drink the tea.’ She lived on tea, strong and black; the smell of milk turned her. Sometimes, when he was out on the farm, she added a wee tot of Bushmills. She was never drunk. It didn’t dull the pain, it was just a habit she’d started. The bottle was nearly done; it was one Jamesie McAlinden’s mammy had sent last Christmas to thank Maurice for keeping poor Jamesie on, even though there wasn’t much work in him. Maurice was good to him. He was a good man. In his own way.

			‘A jaunt to church would lift you, love. And it’s Easter Sunday.’

			She stiffened when he called her love. But the tea was settling her stomach, and the sun was shining through the streaked kitchen window. If she stayed at home, she would sit and look at the dirty windows. The bungalow had once been her pride and joy, polished and shining and new; now she didn’t care how smeared the windows were. She might as well go and sit in the church and look at the windows there.

			The windows in First Lisnacashan Presbyterian were stained glass, depicting bible scenes. Jesus balancing precariously on the prow of a boat. Jesus holding out the loaves and fishes. Behold, I am with you always in blue and red glass. Well, that was a lie. God wasn’t with her. And he hadn’t been with Robbie the day he’d let him die.

			No, Evelyn, that was your job.

			Miss Connaughton, who kept the haberdasher’s, caught her eye and smiled. It was a kind smile, but Evelyn looked away and concentrated on Reverend McClure. He gripped the pulpit and words flew out of his mouth. She tried, not very hard, to catch them, but they dried up in the stuffy air.

			Reverend McClure had called to see her after the accident. He had said the death of a child was hard to accept, but that the Lord had his ways and it was best not to question. He said that Robbie would be saved because he had taken the Lord Jesus Christ as his personal saviour.

			‘Robbie was four,’ Evelyn had spat back. ‘He barely knew who the Lord Jesus Christ was.’

			The minister had sucked his teeth and said he was sure that wasn’t the case at all, coming from a good Christian home. She wasn’t to worry. 

			‘Ah, that’s grand, then,’ she had said. ‘I’ll not give him another thought.’ 

			He had looked at her very strangely and had spoken for a long time to Maurice at the front door.

			Maurice sat beside her now in the box pew, eyes half closed as if in private prayer, big farmer’s hands clasped over his belly. She saw, with a tiny spike of meanness, that there was a very faint egg stain on his waistcoat after all. He had not been as careful as he had tried to be.

			Her mother-in-law, Mona, sat on his other side, her bulk buttoned tight into her heavy black wool coat, her bible clutched in black-gloved hands. ‘I have known loss too,’ she was fond of telling Evelyn. ‘My Robert.’ Robert, Maurice’s daddy, had died three years ago aged seventy-eight. It was not the same. Evelyn’s own father was dead and her mammy had gone out to Canada to her sister, and those were losses, but they were not the same either. They had not torn her heart out. Mona was giving her funny looks, her mouth so pursed her lips had disappeared. What’s wrong with me? Evelyn wondered. She hadn’t washed her hair for weeks; could Mona smell it, even though it was under her hat? Was it her clothes? Her Sunday coat, bought on a shopping trip to Dungannon two Septembers ago after a good harvest, was a rich cherry colour. She was never allowed to wear red as a child – not with your hair! Maybe that was why she had fallen in love with it. She must have worn a black coat for the funeral; she thought maybe someone had lent her one. She couldn’t remember. Was Mona disapproving of the red coat because it was unbecoming or because she deemed it unsuitable for a woman who had lost a child? Did she smell? She had not been washing much of late. She gave a little sniff to see if she could detect anything, but she had had a sickly smell in her nose for weeks now so she couldn’t tell.

			Washing. That was what Reverend McClure was talking about. Being washed in the blood of the lamb. Robbie loved the lambs on the farm. He loved the calves and the chickens and the sheepdog and all the wee kittens in the barn.

			It was very strange that the space inside the box pew should be getting smaller, but it was. There were only three people where there once had been five, and yet the pew was shrinking. There was no room for her. Was it Mona and Maurice? They were neither of them thin, but no, they had not grown that much. It was her. Her grief was expanding, swelling like a balloon. Maybe it would burst. Maybe she would. She was burning. She wished she could take off her coat. What was she wearing underneath? She couldn’t remember dressing. She touched her neck and her fingers closed reassuringly on something silky. Ah! Of course she had dressed. Her black and grey rayon frock. That was all right. But she couldn’t take her coat off in church. She felt a giggle burble up at the very idea – the people who wanted to see her would see more than they bargained for! – and then the swelling giggle burned her throat, a familiar wave of icy horror drenched her, and she knew, because it happened often these days, that she was about to be sick.

			

			She pushed past Mona and Maurice, hand clamped to her mouth, and dashed for the door. She heard her heels clatter on the tiles and a little moan in her throat and somewhere, inside her head only, but deafening, a desperate prayer – Don’t let me boke in the church, oh please, dear God, whatever you do.

			Door, porch, stone steps, air, oh God, the blessed cool air! She made it almost to the gate before bending over to vomit into the grass. And after all that drama, it was no more than the tea she had had for breakfast, sour and burning. A dizzy weakness made her sway and she grabbed the nearest headstone for support, trying to take in big clean breaths of air, as if she could purge the sickness in her with pure clear air, leaving nothing inside. Slowly the dizziness settled, and she straightened up cautiously, noticing, with bleak amusement, that the grave she had boked over belonged to Jim McVey, her old friend April’s daddy. Her own daddy was buried in this churchyard too. And Robbie. Maurice had planted bulbs on his grave in the autumn; now – she could see it from the corner of her eye – daffodils waved and danced, but she couldn’t make herself go over. 

			She closed her eyes and held her face to the cool spring sun, still taking in those big clean breaths. Her heart was pounding. From inside the church, the Reverend McClure’s voice thundered and fell, thundered and fell.

			‘Mrs Kenny? Evelyn?’

			She opened her eyes.

			‘I don’t want to intrude, but would a mint settle your stomach?’

			It was Miss Connaughton, a stout, freckled woman about fifty. Evelyn knew her from the shop, had often gone in for wool and fabric and bits and pieces. Miss Connaughton rummaged in her bag and produced a bag of mint imperials.

			Evelyn accepted one with shaking fingers: a sharp burst of freshness, clean and cool in her mouth. ‘I’m grand,’ she said presently. ‘It happens a lot.’

			‘Och, you’re hardly grand, Evelyn.’ Miss Connaughton’s voice was as matter-of-fact as if she had been telling a customer she was sorry she had no grey darning wool. ‘Not after losing your child.’

			Her directness was so startling that Evelyn’s eyes filled with tears. She hadn’t cried much. Tears might be a relief and she didn’t deserve relief. Besides, they were an embarrassment to others. But Miss Connaughton was looking at her with undisguised sympathy, and no awkwardness.

			‘He was a grand wee fella,’ she said. ‘I mind your mammy bringing him into the shop in his pram, before she went away, and he was fascinated by the wool – I suppose it was all the colours. I mind him staring with his eyes like saucers, and pointing and saying, “Look at the rainbow, Granny!” Och, he was a great wee cub altogether. But you don’t need me to tell you that.’

			‘I didn’t know,’ Evelyn said, ‘about the wool.’ She sniffed and dashed her hand over her eyes. It touched her that, even as a baby in his pram, Robbie had had a life away from her, had sparked memories in strangers. Evelyn had not known about the rainbow wool, and Mammy had never mentioned it – or maybe she had, and Evelyn hadn’t taken it in, absorbed in something else, not realising that there would come a time when memories of her child would be all she had.

			Miss Connaughton gestured towards a bench beyond the row of graves. ‘Will we sit a wee minute?’ She didn’t make further conversation, just sat and let Evelyn weep, a stolid presence, content to sit and look at the daffodils along the edge of the path and the silent neat graves. Only when Evelyn started to fumble for a handkerchief did she move, to produce one of her own from her large brown bag. Miss Connaughton sold fancy lace handkerchiefs in the shop, and Evelyn gave a damp giggle at the unlikely plain serviceable white square.

			‘I must look an awful sight,’ she mourned. She took off her hat and ran her hands through her damp, greasy hair.

			Miss Connaughton eyed her judiciously. ‘You look like someone who’s suffering,’ she said. ‘But’ – becoming practical – ‘you’ve plenty of time to sort yourself out. The Reverend McClure looked like he was settling into one of his hour-long specials. You know what he’s like on high days and holidays.’ Indeed, even here, the rumble of his sermonising reached them. ‘Caroline used to say he should do the opposite – keep it short and sweet on those days, when people turn up who don’t come all year round. That way he might tempt them back to the fold, instead of putting them off for another six months.’

			‘Caroline?’

			‘Miss McGlone. She died two years ago come May.’

			‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry.’ Miss McGlone had been Miss Connaughton’s companion. They had shared the flat above the haberdashery for as long as she could remember.

			‘When she died, people didn’t know what to say,’ Miss Connaughton said. ‘They crossed the street to avoid me.’

			‘I know what that feels like.’ Not that losing a friend, however close, was the same as losing a child.

			‘And when they couldn’t avoid me – because of the shop – they made sure to talk about everything but Caroline. The price of wool. The new fashions in sleeves.’ Miss Connaughton sighed. ‘And actually,’ she went on, ‘I wanted to talk about Caroline. I liked it when people shared memories of her.’

			

			Evelyn couldn’t think of a single memory of Caroline McGlone. She had simply been a fixture of the town, like Miss Connaughton herself. She had helped in the shop, but mostly she had kept house, so she was seen about the town more than her companion, doing the shopping. She had had very dark hair, Evelyn remembered, which had turned grey in dramatic, badgery streaks. That didn’t feel like something she could share, so she said instead, ‘People don’t even mention Robbie now because I’m meant to have got over it. So when you said about the wool it was … it made me cry, but it was nice.’

			‘Good.’

			‘People said they were sorry for my loss. And that the accident could have happened to anyone. But they never talk about Robbie as a person. Not even Maurice.’

			Miss Connaughton offered her another mint, taking one herself, and they sucked companionably. Evelyn replaced her hat.

			‘I feel sorry for men,’ Miss Connaughton said at length. ‘I think, in general, they find it harder to talk. Have you good friends?’

			Evelyn shook her head.

			‘You were great pals with the wee McVey girl, weren’t you? I mind the two of you coming into the shop for hair ribbons. She was a bright wee thing.’

			Evelyn smiled. ‘That’s April all right.’

			‘And what’s she doing now?’

			‘She’s in England. She’s in charge of a marriage bureau.’

			‘Dear bless us! And is she married herself?’

			Evelyn shook her head. ‘Not yet. She lives with a pal. Like you and Caroline.’ Though April was pretty and lively and must meet men all the time at her work, so she would be bound to marry soon.

			‘Could you go and visit her, maybe? A change might do you good.’

			Evelyn shook her head. The idea of making a decision, of having to pack and travel – trains and boats and strangers – was exhausting enough to bring back the nausea. And – her heart squeezed – how could she go and leave Robbie? Not so much his grave, but his wee room, full of the things he had loved and touched, and the fields and yards where he had run and played. On the other hand – to get away from Maurice. From Mona. From Lisnacashan. From the barn and the memories. 

			‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Actually, she does keep inviting me, but she’s just being polite. I haven’t been great at keeping in touch.’

			Miss Connaughton patted her hand. ‘That doesn’t matter when you’re truly friends. It’s just an idea – a week or two away. And it’s none of my business, of course, but’ – she looked slightly embarrassed – ‘is there any special reason why you shouldn’t travel?’

			Evelyn looked at her stupidly.

			‘You said you’ve been sick a lot. I wondered if …’

			‘Oh!’ Evelyn felt her face burn. ‘No. I just can’t eat.’

			‘All the more reason to get away for a change.’

			‘I couldn’t leave Maurice. It wouldn’t be right. People would talk.’

			‘And that bothers you?’

			‘No,’ she realised. After all, where was Maurice now? It must have been obvious that she was ill, in distress, yet he had sat on smugly in his family pew with that old bitch Mona. She heard, above the gentle voice of Miss Connaughton and the constant accusations of her own inner voice, April’s firm tone. Never mind Maurice, she was saying, or his old ma. Let them run on to hell.

			Let them indeed. For the first time since it had happened, Evelyn felt her mouth stretch into the beginnings of a smile.
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