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			Epigraph


			‘And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.’


			– Anais Nin


			‘When you have only two pennies left in the world, buy a loaf of bread with one, and a lily with the other.’


			– Chinese Proverb


		


	

		

			Ivy


			Femininity. Tenacity.


			Dublin was deserted at 7 a.m. on Saturday morning except for a pair of diehard Friday-night clubbers kissing in the doorway of the antique shop at the corner of Pleasant Street. Three purposeful seagulls flew along the curving line of Camden Street then took a sharp right along Montague Lane. Grey clouds were banked above the rooftops but the heavy rain had thinned out to a fine drizzle and a slant of weak sunshine cut through the gloom and lit a shining path along the drenched pavement ahead of Lara. She stepped into it, luxuriating in the faint prickle of heat on the back of her neck.


			This was her favourite time of the year. The madness of Valentine’s Day over. Mother’s Day still a month away. The wedding season a dot on the horizon. Spring blooms had been coming in from Holland since December but now flowers from Irish growers were arriving. Daffodils with their frilled trumpets and tissue-paper-delicate anemones and the first tulips with sturdy stems and glossy, tightly packed petals.


			She made her way past the shuttered shops and the boarded-up stalls, heading for a tall, slim slice of pale pink in the line of red and grey brick facades. Phil, her younger brother, had painted the exterior of Blossom & Grow. The slapdash blobs and trickles he had left in the paint were, she thought, rummaging for her keys, part of the charm, like the swags of realistic-looking painted ivy that seemed to trail up the outside of the three-storey building, curling round the drainpipe and the windowsills. Lara had painted the ivy herself. She had always loved ivy for its tenacity and determination, for the way it pushed through tiny cracks and crevices to reach the light.


			She had spent weeks making sketches, teaching herself trompe l’oeil techniques, and then conquered her fear of heights to balance on a ladder with her paintbrushes and palette. No two leaves were the same. Even now, five years later, looking up, she felt as if she knew every single one.


			She shifted the armful of damp greenery she’d cut from her garden and unlocked the door. The Chubb lock stuck the way it always did. The Yale turned with a soft click and the six Thai temple bells that hung above the door rang out a soft jingle of welcome.


			The wild-flower man had already been, she saw. He had his own key and would have driven up from Wicklow before it got light. He had left a huge bucket of narcissi beside the door. The tiny white flowers had been picked before dawn and they glowed as if they had been drenched in moonlight. A second, smaller bucket was packed with bluebells and Lara could smell some hyacinths in there too. She bent down and felt around for the little waxy blossoms and their fragrance rose up to meet her. If perfumes were the feelings of flowers, as her mother used to say, then the hyacinths were as happy to see her as she was to see them.


			‘You want to open a flower shop?’ Her husband’s jaw had dropped when she had told him, five years ago. His voice, usually so calm and quiet, had been sharp with anxiety. They had always come to decisions together, careful of one another’s needs, but the truth was that deep down they had both wanted the same thing. Then they had lost their baby and instead of turning towards one another they’d turned away.


			Lara, who didn’t have the energy to shower, who could not find a single reason to get dressed, stayed in bed for weeks. Michael could not sit still. He spent whole days out in the garden bent over his spade, digging beds that didn’t need digging, reseeding the lawn, replanting the Chinese camellias he had moved the winter before.


			He held Lara when she cried. He reached a hand out to squeeze hers when she lay awake, her knuckles pushed into her mouth to choke back her grief. He told her the pain wouldn’t go on for ever; that life would return to the way it had been. But everything had changed, and Lara knew that the only way she could get through it was to change everything.


			‘Lara, listen to me,’ Michael said. ‘Floristry is not about floating round arranging flowers. You have no idea what you’d be getting into.’


			‘I can learn.’ She’d hoped he’d be happy for her.


			‘You don’t understand. It’s back-breaking work. You’ll be on your feet all day, every day, sweeping, cleaning, hauling water around. That’s not what you need, not after what you’ve been through. You need to think about this carefully.’


			‘All I’ve been doing is thinking and it’s killing me. I thought it would get better when I went back to work, but it hasn’t.’


			Michael ran his calloused thumb over her palm, following the lines that trailed across it. The head line, the heart line, the health line, the life line.


			‘Throwing away a career you love is not the answer. Give yourself time. Stay at Green Sea for a few months, then, if you still need a change, set up a design studio at home. Go freelance.’


			She shook her head. ‘I can’t. I’ve made up my mind about the shop.’ She hadn’t quite, but she did in that moment.


			‘Well you don’t need my opinion then.’ He let her hand drop. ‘But for what it’s worth, I think it’s a mistake. Retail is tough, and a luxury business in a recession, with unreliable suppliers, difficult customers, perishable stock … I just hope you’re not going to regret it.’


			Michael had been trying to protect her, she knew that. He knew what he was talking about. He had run his own landscaping business for eight years. She did trust him, but in some stubborn place deep in her heart, she trusted herself more.


			He had been right about some things. It had taken Lara two years to find flower sellers she could trust, and second-guessing how much stock she’d need a week in advance was still a leap of faith. Flowers were expensive and they had a short shelf life. After five years, she had developed better instincts about ordering but there had been disasters along the way. The first Mother’s Day she had run out of flowers with half the orders in the book unfilled. Three years ago it had snowed for two weeks before Christmas and she had to throw away over a thousand euro worth of stock. The work was, as Michael had said, back-breaking.


			There were late nights, and early starts for weddings, sixteen-hour days in the run-up to Christmas and Valentine’s Day. The shop had to be kept cool because the flowers liked it that way, and no matter how many layers she wore, Lara was always cold. Her hands were ruined. Standing all day made her bones ache, and there was a pale blue hashtag in the soft hollow of skin behind her left knee that she thought might be the beginnings of varicose veins.


			But Michael had been wrong about the customers. They weren’t difficult at all, they were a joy. Lara had known since she was a child that flowers were a language, but what she hadn’t realised was that she was a natural translator. That she could help another person to find the flowers that expressed the feelings their words were too flimsy or too worn out to hold. ‘I love you’ or ‘I’m sorry’ or ‘I’m happy’ or ‘I’m grateful’ or ‘I’ll never forget you’.


			She straightened up and looked around. She loved this small shop, and in a way that she could not explain, it seemed to love her in return. Phil had helped her to strip the walls back to bare brick and to paint the floorboards French grey. They had found the wooden counter in a salvage yard. It had dozens of cubbyholes and drawers for wraps and wire and scissors and ribbon.


			The walls behind the counter had deep floor-to-ceiling shelves for vases and jam jars and scented candles, and there was an old wrought-iron revolving stand for cards. But most of the space in the long, narrow shop was taken up with flowers and plants.


			Today there were fifty-two kinds of cut blooms, from the tiny cobalt-blue violets that were smaller than Lara’s little fingernail to a purple and green frilled brassica that was bigger than her head.


			The flowers were set out in gleaming metal buckets and containers of every shape and size. They were lined up on the floor three deep and stacked on the tall three-tier stand in the middle of the shop.


			The plants, huge leafy ferns and tiny fleshy succulents, lemon trees and jasmine bushes and freckled orchids, were displayed on floating shelves that were built at various heights all the way up to the ceiling.


			Lara had spent weeks getting the lighting right. There were a few soft spotlights above the flower displays and an antique crystal chandelier hung low above the counter. There were strings of fairy lights and dozens of jewel-coloured tea lights and tall, slender lanterns dotted between the buckets. When they were lit, they cast star and crescent moon shapes along the walls and the shop resembled the courtyard of a Moroccan riad – a tiny walled garden right in the middle of the city.


			She put her bag and her greenery down on the counter, lit the candles and switched on the fairy lights. Then she took off her coat, pulled her old grey cashmere cardigan off a hook and put it on over the two long-sleeved T-shirts she was already wearing. She went out into the cluttered galley kitchen and filled the kettle. While the water boiled, she rolled forward slowly, loosening up her spine, one vertebra at a time. Her long hair fanned out around her on the worn wooden floorboards. Through a gap in the dark curtain her hair created she spotted a little drift of leaves and petals by the skirting board. No matter how often she cleaned, there was always more to sweep.


			She swung her head from side to side to stretch her neck. Then she stood up and spooned loose-leaf peppermint tea into her flask and filled it with boiling water, inhaling the cloud of warm steam.


			Opening Blossom & Grow had not been a mistake. No matter how tough it had been, she had only one regret: that she hadn’t been able to persuade her husband that it was the right thing to do.


			Even now, he didn’t seem to understand that the shop had been her lifeline. It had carried her away from the empty space in her own heart and into the lives of thousands of strangers.


			When she worked as a graphic designer, the only display of feeling she had seen was when a client who owned a pizza franchise had a meltdown because Lara refused to copy the British Airways corporate identity when designing his logo. Now she was surrounded by feelings every day – joy, sorrow, gratitude, regret, lust, hope. And the one feeling that seemed to underpin them all – love.


			She carried her flask and her favourite mug out to the counter, flipped open the fat leather-bound order book and fired up her laptop. She turned on the radio and a Bach cello concerto poured out of the small speakers, the simple, fluid notes weaving around the sounds of the sleepy city waking up outside her window. The rattle of the shutter going up on the betting shop next door. The distant rumble of a Luas train pulling into Harcourt station. The hammering, drilling and whistling from the building site a few doors away. The shouts and laughter from a group of Italian students gathering on the steps of the language school across the street.


			A withered petal from the kitchen floor was caught in Lara’s hair. She picked it out. It still held its heart shape and an echo of fragrance. She tucked it between the pages of the order book. It was only March but the book was already satisfyingly fat both from daily use and occasional, accidental dousings. The pages were densely covered in a jumble of her assistant Ciara’s loopy scrawl and doodles and Lara’s copperplate handwriting. Lists of flowers that had been ordered to check off against deliveries. Reminders of the chores that had to be done daily and weekly. Special requests from customers. Bookings that came in on the phone.


			Today there were regular orders from two restaurants and a hotel, a dozen small table centrepieces to make up for a charity dinner, and bouquets for the maternity hospital on Holles Street, a house in Kilmacud and an eighteenth birthday party in a tapas bar in Donnybrook. Lara read the message that Ciara had scribbled on a Post-it and stuck crookedly to the page:


			It seems like only yesterday that we brought you home, 6 pounds 3 ounces of joy wrapped up in a pink blanket. We felt like the luckiest people alive that day and every day since. Happy 18th birthday to our lovely and amazing daughter Ailish. Love, Mum and Dad.


			A thirty-euro bouquet. Lara picked up a biro to start planning it, then gathered up her long dark hair and used the biro instead to fasten a bun at the back of her neck. She rested her chin on her hand. She tried to imagine an eighteen-year-old’s cluttered bedroom. The blinds still drawn. A tumble of hair on a pillow. A girl still fast asleep on the day she would take the last few steps across the bridge from childhood to adulthood. She might be given dozens of flowers in her life, Lara guessed, but these might be the very first. And she would remember them twenty, forty, sixty years from now – long after her parents had gone. They would have to be perfect.


			


			By 8.30, Lara had changed the water in every bucket and checked over all her stock, carefully picking out any blooms that wouldn’t last for the next seven days. She had trimmed the rejects and popped them into a vase on the counter with a chalkboard sign that said Please take one home. She had turned the wild flowers into a dozen ten-euro spring bouquets simply wrapped in brown paper for men who might feel shy about carrying a larger bunch of flowers. She had sterilised the jam jars for the table centrepieces, made up a rainbow of tissue paper and cellophane wraps, soaked twenty blocks of Oasis and fed the orchids. Ciara had gone away for a romantic weekend with her husband Mort so Lara would be in the shop on her own today. It was a good idea to get a head start.


			Mondays were her biggest delivery days. She’d arrive to find huge boxes, fresh off the Dutch transporters that had rolled into Dublin port the night before. She always held her breath as she slit the tape and pulled back the corrugated-cardboard flaps. Ordering online was all about ticking boxes. Species. Colour. Size. Number. Grade of quality. Degree of openness. But there was something miraculous about seeing the flowers she’d imagined brought to life. Roses from Colombia. Chrysanthemums from Ecuador. Orchids from Thailand. Anemones and agapanthus from Spain. Stargazers and parrot tulips from the vast Dutch flower fields.


			The shop was usually quiet on Mondays, so she and Ciara could take time to condition everything properly. Stripping leaves, removing thorns, rehydrating the flowers, separating any blooms she’d ordered for weddings or events from the stock for the shop, and filling the tiny cold room.


			Tuesdays were catch-up days. Between the phone and walk-in orders, they’d give the shop a proper clean – dusting shelves, polishing vases, replenishing cards and ribbons, tissue paper, cellophane, wire and sterilising fluid.


			Midweek there would be a steady flow of customers and some early orders for the weekend. If stock looked as if it was going to run out, there was still time to put in an order.


			Fridays were frantic. Men rushing in to buy flowers for their wives and girlfriends. Women looking for last-minute plants to take to dinner parties. Single girls who were going to spend the night in treating themselves to a bouquet on the way home.


			Saturday was Lara’s favourite day. The shop was busy with strollers and browsers, families out for a walk, loved-up couples in town for brunch, local people who emerged at the weekends to take the streets back for themselves. A Saturday could be even more hectic than a Friday, but it felt more chilled out because everyone had time to stop and, literally, smell the flowers.


			Just after nine, the door opened and her first customer came in: a man in his twenties in jeans and a very crumpled shirt carrying two cups of takeaway coffee and a plastic bag full of croissants. He winced when the wind chimes tinkled and Lara turned the radio down in case his hangover was as bad as it looked. ‘Good morning.’


			‘Very good night!’ He grinned sheepishly. ‘Not sure about the morning yet.’


			He rambled around the shop for a while, muttering to himself, apologising to a bucket of stargazers when he bumped into it. Lara asked if he wanted any help, and five minutes later he left with a glorious bunch of white narcissi tucked under his free arm.


			A stressed-out woman in her thirties wearing pyjama bottoms under her coat and Velcro rollers in her hair double-parked her Mini on the street right outside and rushed in looking for twelve gifts for a hen party.


			‘Perfect! Sorted! Done!’ She swooped on the line of jam jar arrangements that Lara had just finished. And Lara, who had seen the clamper van go past a minute earlier, didn’t have the heart to tell her that the twelve miniature bouquets were meant for the charity dinner.


			The shop was busy for the next two hours, then there was a lull. At about twelve, a man in his forties in a light green linen jacket, with thinning hair carefully spiked up to hide a bald patch, ducked in to avoid a sudden shower of hailstones. He cursed under his breath as he shook little nuggets of ice off his shoulders. He looked around at the fairy lights and lanterns and finally at Lara, who was working under a circle of soft light cast from the chandelier.


			‘It’s kind of dark in here.’ He sounded disapproving.


			‘It is.’ Lara gave him a quick smile. Choosing flowers, deciding what to write on a card, these were personal things. A little mood lighting didn’t hurt.


			Hailstones were flinging themselves against the window like handfuls of gravel. ‘Bloody typical.’ The man rolled his eyes. ‘I’m going on a blind date. Better hope she’s actually blind if I have to walk to Duke Street in that!’


			‘Why don’t you wait it out?’ Lara smiled. ‘It won’t last long.’ She went back to work on a new set of mini bouquets for the charity dinner. She had panicked when she found she didn’t have enough jam jars, then decided she could use a dozen mismatched china cups she had picked up in a charity shop at some stage. They were turning out better than she had hoped.


			She heard, rather than saw, the man’s mood change as he wandered around the shop. He began to whistle, out of tune, to the aria playing on the radio.


			The reason why people loved to give and receive flowers, Lara thought for the hundredth time – the truth, the root that ran deep beneath the bouquets for birthdays and anniversaries and births and even deaths – was that human beings were changed by flowers. Even when they were not aware of it, some part of them basked in their beauty. They slowed down. They took deeper breaths. Their faces softened.


			‘It’s stopped.’ The man was standing by the counter now. Lara looked up and saw that the sun had come out. The light catching in the drops that clung to the window cast tiny darts of rainbows that danced around them.


			‘Spring is the sun shining on the rain and the rain falling on the sunshine,’ she quoted.


			‘Seamus Heaney,’ the man sighed. ‘One of our greatest poets. Hard to believe he’s gone. Nobody could say it the way he did.’


			‘True,’ Lara agreed tactfully, although the quote was by Frances Hodgson Burnett, the author of her favourite childhood book, The Secret Garden.


			The man was staring out of the window. ‘I thought I was ready to go out there.’ Lara had a feeling he wasn’t talking about the weather. ‘My girlfriend left me after Christmas,’ he said glumly. ‘Everyone says I should make an effort to meet someone else, but I haven’t been on a date since 1998. I’m not even sure what you’re supposed to talk about.’ He frowned at the vase of free flowers Lara had left on the counter. ‘Isn’t that bad for business? Giving flowers away?’


			‘It’s better than throwing them away,’ Lara said. ‘Help yourself.’


			‘No, I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard.’


			‘How about a buttonhole?’ she said. ‘It’d be something to talk about.’


			‘Oh go on then!’ he sighed. ‘Maybe it’ll distract her from the fact that I’m not George Clooney.’


			Lara picked out a white rosebud. She snipped it below the head, then picked out a stem of Alchemilla mollis that was the same colour as his jacket. She twisted it deftly around the bud, secured it with an inch of wire, slipped in a pin and handed it to him. He fixed it on to his lapel.


			‘What do you think?’ she asked him.


			He looked down at the flower and then up at her with the beginning of a smile. ‘I think I’ve been very rude and that you’ve been very kind.’ He pointed at the flower. ‘What do you think?’


			‘I think you should forget it’s a date,’ Lara said, ‘and just enjoy a nice lunch.’


			


			As she swept the floor for what must have been the tenth time that morning, Lara wondered if she’d see him again. Customers were like flowers: they had their seasons too. Some only appeared once, but there were regulars who came in every other week. Alfredo from Havana, who bought his wife Dominga exotic plants that reminded her of home – succulents and orchids and kumquat trees. Dermot, a perpetually love-struck pensioner who hobbled over from Donnybrook on his Zimmer frame for a single red rose every time a new female guest arrived at his retirement home. Ciaran, who was waving at her through the window right now. He had been coming in to Blossom & Grow with his daughter pretty much every Saturday since the shop had opened.


			Lara had met Zoe when she was only five days old – a tiny bundle strapped to her dad’s chest in a sling, her face tightly furled, like a rosebud. Zoe had loved flowers when she was still too young to see more than blurs of colour. She would drum her tiny heels in her stroller until her dad took her out and held her up – a flying baby above the buckets of roses and irises and lilies. Once she was old enough to know not to eat it, Lara had given her her own flower to take home every week. A purple iris or a yellow parrot tulip or a bird of paradise cut short and wrapped in cellophane and tissue and tied with a ribbon.


			Lara had watched Zoe grow up, week by week, year by year. Seen her take some of her first tottering steps. Now Zoe was the same age as Blossom & Grow. A skinny, long-legged five-year-old in stripy red and black tights and a navy duffle coat. She still had something of a rosebud about her. A saffron-tipped, creamy-centred Leonidas, Lara thought, with her milky skin and her coppery corkscrew curls escaping from under her bunny-ears hat. Seeing her warmed Lara’s heart the way the sunshine had warmed the back of her head first thing that morning.


			‘Well, look who it is!’ she said, leaning on her sweeping brush. ‘I told the flowers you’d be dropping in this morning.’


			‘We’re late,’ Zoe hopped from foot to foot in her scuffed black patent shoes, ‘because we had to take a long time feeding the ducks. We have to do everything extra slowly this morning because Mummy needs a long lion.’


			‘Mummy needs a whole pride of lie-ins.’ Her dad yawned and rubbed the coppery stubble on his jaw. ‘She was up with Bugs Bunny here at the crack of dawn. Can you make us up a fifteen-euro bouquet, please, Lara?’


			It was what he asked for every week, and Lara had already set the flowers to one side. Three deep-pink anemones with sooty centres, a single full-petalled ballet-slipper-pink Antique rose, half a dozen bluebells, a pale pink hyacinth, a spray of freckly green hellebores.


			She made a circle with her thumb and forefinger and began slotting the flowers into it, spiralling the stems so they wouldn’t break when she tied them. She watched Zoe out of the corner of her eye. The little girl stopped to gaze up at a bright pink orchid, squatted down to sniff the narcissi and stood on her toes to touch the inside-out trumpet of a calla lily with her red-gloved fingertips.


			‘Careful there, butterfingers!’ her dad warned her.


			‘It’s okay.’ Lara smiled. ‘She knows not to squeeze them too hard.’ She tied the bouquet with a pale green ribbon the same shade as the hellebores.


			Ciaran whistled. ‘Wow! That is something else. You’re a genius, do you know that? It doesn’t seem fair that you make that amazing arrangement and I take the credit for it.’


			Customers were always telling Lara that she had a gift, that nobody arranged flowers the way she did. Three years of graphic design college and seven years poring over a Pantone colour chart had probably helped. The course she’d taken at the London School of Floristry had taught her the basics of conditioning and arranging. But the truth was that Lara was as amazed as anyone at how instinctive it felt, how easily it all came to her. She rarely had to think about what she was doing. Her eyes and her hands took over, weaving the flowers together, layering colour and texture to create something beautiful and unique every time.


			Zoe came over to examine the bouquet. ‘How did you know to pick those exact flowers?’


			Lara bent down and tucked a curl back under the knitted brim of the little girl’s hat. Zoe smelled of outdoors and chocolate cereal. There were breadcrumbs clinging to the front of her coat. Up close, her eyes were the pale green of myrtle leaves.


			‘You want to know a secret?’ Lara whispered. Zoe nodded. ‘I don’t pick the flowers, they pick me! Now,’ she stood up and held out the vase of free flowers, ‘let’s see which one picks you.’


			The small red mitten hovered over the vase and then settled on a bright pink gerbera. Lara folded a sheet of pale pink tissue into a fluffy froth and tied it with a snippet of pink ribbon.


			‘What’s the magic word?’ Ciaran asked when she had handed the flower over.


			Zoe thought for a moment, then waved the flower like a wand. ‘Abracadabra!’ she said imperiously.


			After they’d gone, Lara stood at the counter for a long time, twisting a stray length of ribbon round one finger while her mind probed nervously at the ache in her heart the way a tongue explores a broken tooth. Seeing Zoe every week was always a blessing, but sometimes it was a cruel reminder too. Five years, she thought, staring down at the ribbon but not really seeing it. Seeing, instead, the life she and Michael could have had if things had turned out differently.


			The sadness didn’t mug her the way it had in the beginning. Then it had knocked her down every day, worked her over and left her limp and shaking. Now it could leave her alone for a week, then suddenly slide up behind her, pull and prod at her, looking for a way to drag her down.


			She forced herself to pick up the phone and make some calls, then check her emails. She swept the floor again. She moved some of the flower buckets around and organised the counter and replaced the till roll. Then, when there was nothing else to do, she dug out the squeegee mop and marched herself outside to clean the already clean window.


			One of the girls from the betting shop next door stopped to say hello. A chef from Pizza Heaven who was having a quick smoke by the dumpster bins in the laneway gave her a wave. Ketut, the solemn Balinese man who owned the furniture store two doors down, emerged and asked in his elaborately polite way for Lara’s advice about his window display. She spent a few minutes pointing and nodding and shaking her head while he rearranged the gilded Buddhas and the intricate shadow puppets and the brightly painted wooden gods and goddesses who had found their way from Indonesia to keep watch carefully over this tiny corner of Dublin.


			As she went back to Blossom & Grow, she glanced over at the Camden Deli across the street and saw the owner behind the gleaming plate-glass window. Glen was fortyish, with a closely shaved head and a mid-Atlantic accent. He had gone to the States on a J-1 Visa when he was twenty and come home a year ago when he’d inherited the café from his mother. He had transformed the place from a greasy spoon to a glossy black-and-white-tiled New York-style deli. Brought in real American bagels and French pastries and Italian espresso and a coffee machine as big and complicated as Lara’s brother’s motorbike.


			Lara raised her squeegee to wave at Glen, but he turned away quickly, in a way that seemed almost deliberate, and ducked out of sight. He used to call over to Blossom & Grow at least once a week, bringing Lara chocolate and raisin twists and cappuccinos with flower designs traced in chocolate dust on the foam. He’d hung around admiring the flowers, complaining good-humouredly about Dublin’s lack of decent baristas and gay bars. But it was at least a month now since he’d dropped in. She tried to think back to their last meeting, hoping that she hadn’t said anything to offend him.


			A flurry of customers arrived, and by the time the shop emptied out again it was after two o’clock and there was still no sign of her brother. She usually liked to do her own deliveries, but today, without Ciara to look after the shop, she’d asked Phil to do the run.


			His phone was about to ring out when he picked up. ‘What?’ He sounded groggy.


			‘Please tell me you’re not still in bed.’


			‘Oh shit! I said I’d come in, didn’t I? I forgot to set the clock.’ His voice was husky. He’d sounded like this every morning since the age of thirteen, when his voice broke: as if he’d been drinking whiskey and smoking cigarettes in his sleep. ‘I decided to take a run down to Kilkee on the bike last night.’


			‘Why?’


			‘I don’t know. Because it was there. At least I think it was there. It was too dark to see it properly. I could hear the roar of the Atlantic, though.’


			‘You took a six-hundred-kilometre round trip just to hear the sea?’


			‘It was only five hundred and eighty-four kilometres,’ he yawned. ‘And it’s an ocean. I’m not sure I’m in a fit state to drive round Dublin.’


			‘I’ll do the deliveries if you look after the shop.’


			‘Any chance Michael could do it?’


			‘He’s working on a job in Howth all day.’


			Michael had started taking on freelance projects after Lara had opened the shop. He worked in his corporate landscaping business Monday to Friday, designing rolling parklands around newly built apartment blocks, dreaming up streams and waterfalls to break up the concrete jungles of business parks, colour-coordinating plantings of shrubs and bushes to create pleasing harmonious blurs on the hard shoulders of motorways.


			At the weekend, he went back to what he’d been doing when they met – landscaping gardens. Digging out borders, building rockeries and raised beds. Moving earth. Losing himself in activity. Trying to fill the same aching space that she was. She sighed.


			‘Lara! Stop,’ Phil grumbled.


			‘Stop what?’


			‘Stop giving me those sad puppy-dog eyes!’


			‘You can’t see my eyes!’


			‘I don’t have to see them to know they’re doing that big brown pleading thing. I’ll come in for an hour. One hour only, Lara. Then I’m going straight back home to this lovely bed.’


			Lara managed to get the delivery bouquets finished between customers. She was about to nip out and load them into the van when she noticed a man in a high-visibility jacket and a hard hat walking purposefully past the window. A moment later, he walked past the other way. Then the door opened a crack.


			‘Hello,’ Lara said.


			A head appeared around the door, then the builder edged into the shop in his large dusty boots, looking mortified. He pointed at the flowers in the nearest bucket, some yellow chrysanthemums that Lara kept for funeral wreaths because they were cheerful and because they lasted if not for eternity, at least for a few weeks.


			‘I’ll take ten euro worth of them,’ he mumbled.


			‘They’re a lovely colour, aren’t they?’ She came out from behind the counter. ‘But have you seen these?’ She pointed at the bucket of sunflowers that blazed in the corner. ‘They’ll really light up a room.’


			He nodded. ‘Okay, those then.’


			He retreated to the door while she wrapped them, his tattooed arms crossed on his chest, his jaw clenched as if he was waiting for a filling rather than a bunch of flowers.


			‘Why don’t you pick a card to go with them,’ she suggested. ‘It’ll make the flowers last longer.’


			His eyebrows, caked in dust, disappeared up under the yellow plastic brim of the hat. ‘If she puts the card in the water?’


			‘If she puts it in a drawer or tucks it into a book.’ He looked confused. ‘Women don’t throw cards away, you know. She’ll find it a year, two years, ten years from now, and remember the sunflowers you gave her.’


			The builder took a few tentative steps towards the counter and turned the revolving stand slowly, then furtively picked a card and held it out.


			‘Probably best if you write it.’ She slid a biro over to him. It stayed where it was for a long moment, then a huge hand snaked out and took it. The builder hunched over the card, nibbling his knuckles.


			‘I can’t think of anything to say.’


			‘Just say whatever you’d say in a text.’ Lara put the finished bouquet on the counter. ‘A romantic one. I just need to pop upstairs for a minute. I’ll leave you in peace.’


			She went up to the workroom and spent a minute checking over a vase of Memory Lane roses she’d left to open by the window. When she came down again, the builder and the bouquet and the card were gone and there was a pile of change on the counter. She smiled to herself as she put the money away.


			


			It had taken careful nurturing and tending and six days of her life every week for two years, but despite the recession and all of Michael’s worries, Blossom & Grow had broken even two years ago and had been in profit ever since. Lara was still only earning half the salary she’d made as a graphic designer, but it was enough to cover the mortgage and her share of the bills and to pay back the six thousand euro her father had lent her to start the business, though he always insisted the money was a gift, not a loan.


			She and Phil joked that they had to be careful what they said to their father. If Lara mentioned on the phone that she was thinking of repainting her living room, he was quite likely to be at the front door with paint and a ladder before they’d finished the call.


			Families fell apart when mothers died, especially when the children were young, but theirs had grown closer, held together by the glue of their father’s love and determination. Overnight, his Dick Francis and Stephen King novels had disappeared and been replaced by dozens of books on parenting. He had taken a two-year sabbatical from his marketing job until Phil was old enough to go to school. Walked twelve-year-old Lara down to the local hair salon and asked the hairdresser to teach him how to French-plait her hair. Brought Phil to the toddler playgroup, sat cross-legged on the floor playing clap-handies and singing ‘The Wheels on the Bus’, not giving a damn that he was the only man there.


			He had never missed a school concert or a parent-teacher meeting or a hockey game. He had done the washing and the ironing and the hoovering. Checked their homework every night. Taught both of them to play golf and to fish and to name every plant in the garden. Turned himself, after a rocky start, into a fairly decent cook, though he had never got the hang of baking. Lara remembered coming down in the middle of the night for a drink of water when she was fourteen and finding him in his dressing gown in a blizzard of flour on his third attempt to master a Victoria sponge for her school cake sale.


			


			When Phil arrived, Lara left him propped up at the counter with his leather jacket zipped up, complaining about the cold. She made him a cup of strong coffee and told him to call her if there was anything he couldn’t deal with. But her brother was good with flowers, she thought, loading bouquets into the back of her pink van, and with people.


			Every light seemed to be green, every loading bay had a free space and she flew through the deliveries to the restaurants and the charity ball. She drove through sun and rain out to Donnybrook to drop off the birthday flowers, making sure that the manager of the restaurant found a champagne bucket to keep them in so they wouldn’t wilt before the party started. Then she got into her van again and headed on to Foster Avenue, taking the long way along the Goatstown Road so she could see her favourite tree, a rare magnolia Genie that had taken over the entire garden of a suburban house. The tree was ugly in winter, a tangle of twisting branches like scrawny limbs, but in March it was covered in heart-stoppingly lovely pink and cream flowers the size of teacups.


			She had delivered lilies and twisted hazel to that house once, and an elderly woman in a dressing gown with a hot-water bottle tucked under her arm had opened the door and burst into tears when she’d seen the bouquet.


			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, after Lara had found her a tissue and brought her inside into a hallway that felt colder than the doorstep had. ‘They’re from my son in Sydney. I don’t know how to tell him …’ She sat down on the bottom step of the stairs and began to cry again. ‘I don’t need flowers, I need money to pay the gas bill.’


			Lara had given her the money her son had spent on the flowers and left her the bouquet as well. She hadn’t told Michael. He had warned her many times that she’d have to separate her heart from the business, but how was she supposed to do that when the flower business was all about heart?


			She took a left on to the Kilmacud Road and then another right on to Sweetbriar Grove. She pulled over and opened the back of the van and took out the anniversary flowers. A sullen woman in her thirties with her hair scraped back in a severe ponytail opened the door. ‘Can’t you read?’ she snapped, pointing at a printed sign over the letter box. ‘No junk mail, no sales calls, no—’ Her eyes widened, her hand floated up to her mouth and here it was, the tiny gap between the moment a woman saw the flowers she’d been sent and the moment when she said ‘Ah’ or ‘Oh’ or ‘Wow’ or, in this case, ‘Are they for me?’


			And maybe Lara was just imagining it, but it always seemed to her that the relationship between the woman and the person who had sent her flowers fitted into that gap somehow, in all its beauty and complexity, the way the magnolia tree fitted into the tiny suburban garden.


			Her heart lifted as she walked back to her van, then sank a little as she began the drive back into town to make the final delivery. The one she had left till last.


			


			Her dad had taken her for an extravagant lunch to celebrate after Lara had paid him back. She had wanted to invite Michael and Phil along but he was having none of it. ‘Bring that pair into a Michelin-starred restaurant? Don’t be daft. Michael would trample mud all over the carpet and Phil would show up dressed like a bloody Hell’s Angel. Anyway, it’ll do my street cred some good to be seen out in a posh nosherie with a glamorous woman.’


			‘Hardly glamorous, Dad,’ Lara had sighed, but she had dressed up for the occasion, the way her mother would have. Swapped her shop thermals and jumpers and jeans for an elegant blue jersey dress, worn high shoes.


			Afterwards, they walked across Merrion Square to where she’d parked, stopping to admire the flowers in the brightly planted beds. Her dad walked her to the Holles Street gate, then stopped and took her arm and gently turned her around to face him.


			For a long time he had looked years younger than he really was. Then, in his mid-sixties, he had started to look his age. Now, every year, her brother looked more like the dashing dark-haired father she remembered from her childhood and her father looked like her grandfather did in photographs. His hair was thinning on top, silvering at the temples. His skin, always tanned from the golf course, was deeply lined. Only his eyes were unchanged. Dark as her own, sparkling now with the wine he’d drunk at lunch and a touch of mock annoyance. He’d been trying to persuade her for most of the afternoon that the money she’d paid back was a gift.


			‘Make an old man happy.’ He put his hands on her shoulders. ‘Let me put it into a deposit account with your name on it.’


			‘We’ve been through this,’ she sighed. ‘And you’re not old! You’re mature.’


			‘Like a cheese, and you, you’re like your mother.’ He shook his head. ‘You won’t do what I want but you give me the brush-off so elegantly that I’m happy anyway. I suppose the money doesn’t matter. All that matters is that you’re happy. You are happy,’ he looked at her closely, ‘aren’t you?’


			‘Of course I am.’ She smiled. ‘I wake up wanting to go to work. I think that’s about as good as it gets.’


			‘You’ve done a great job with the shop. You should be very proud of yourself.’ He cleared his throat, a signal that he was straying on to uncomfortable ground but that he was determined to give it to her straight – the way he had when he told her about periods, and later, when he asked her if she needed to go on the pill. He had never shied away from any of the conversations she would have had with her mother, no matter how hard they were for him.


			He looked pointedly at the maternity hospital across the street and Lara felt a flutter of anxiety. Please! No! she thought.


			‘Work is all very well, but it isn’t enough. Kids are what give life meaning, Lara. I wouldn’t have wanted to go on if it hadn’t been for you and Phil. I hope that’s not, what do they call it these days, too much information?’


			Lara shook her head, hoping that was it, but he went on.


			‘I know you had your heart broken into a million pieces over there.’ He nodded at the hospital. ‘I know the last thing you want to do is talk about it. But some women are meant to be mothers, and what happened doesn’t change the fact that you’re one of them. You know, when your mother and I were dragging our heels about having another baby, you invented an imaginary one of your own.’ He looked wistful. ‘What did you call her again?’


			Lara had called her Lily, but she couldn’t say that. If she tried to say anything she would start to cry. She held her breath and managed a jerky shrug.


			‘Well, I’ve said my piece.’ He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘I’ll shut up now and get out of this lovely hair of yours.’ He gathered her into a fierce hug. ‘Ti amo molto. You know that don’t you?’


			He was the straightest talker she knew, but there was one thing he had never been able to say. Phil still teased him about it. ‘Come on, Dad, it’s three little syllables. You can do it!’


			But the words caught in her dad’s throat. His face would flush, his hands would flap in frustration. He could say ‘I love you’ in French or Danish, or Creole or Esperanto. But he couldn’t say it in English.


			He hailed a passing taxi, and as he opened the door, Lara heard the driver singing along to the radio. George Michael’s ‘Faith’. She waited until the taxi had disappeared around the curve of Mount Street, then she let her breath out in a little ragged sob and looked up at the elegant facade of the hospital. The red brick glowed in the afternoon sunshine and the windows were full of sky. She wondered which was the room where she and Michael had been told that Ryan was gone.


			Faith was not enough: Lara could have told the taxi driver that. She’d had faith through the three years it had taken to get pregnant. Through the false alarms and the dashed hopes and the fear that it was never going to happen. Through those first three months of her pregnancy when she was terrified that she would do something wrong. Through the scare at ten weeks, when she’d had spotting.


			She’d still had faith the afternoon of her twenty-four-week scan, when the technician’s smile had frozen and she had switched off the machine.


			And even after the doctor had told them that she was sorry, really sorry, but there was no foetal heartbeat, Lara had faith. There must be something wrong with the machine, she’d said. She’d felt Ryan moving that morning. Michael was holding one of Lara’s hands and the doctor had taken the other one, and she had explained that what Lara had thought was kicking was just a uterine contraction, her body reacting to the loss of her pregnancy. Their baby had been dead for days.


			Lara felt then the way she thought people must feel when they realise that the car they are travelling in is about to crash, frozen in the moment between impact and aftermath. Believing, even as the car swerves crazily into the path of the oncoming traffic, that it can somehow be stopped. She turned to Michael, wanting him to tell her that this could not be happening, but all the colour had drained from his face. His mouth above his neatly trimmed dark beard was a thin, shaky line.


			She felt as if she was watching herself from a distance as she was admitted to the hospital to be induced. As she had a shower in a tiled communal bathroom, soaping her swollen stomach for the last time. As she lay on a bed in the pre-labour ward hooked up to an IV of Pitocin.


			She listened to groans and the restless pacing of the other women on the ward, who were going to deliver live babies. Now she could only remember one of them, a dark-haired girl called Rebecca, very young, very overdue. Sixteen, she heard one of the nurses whisper, unplanned pregnancy, no boyfriend.


			Rebecca sobbed all night and Lara was grateful to her for that. She was so stunned by the violence with which her future had been ripped away that she couldn’t cry at all. That night, it was as if the girl was crying for both of them.


			But in the weeks that followed, all she could do was cry. Everyone said that she would feel better after she went back to work, and she wanted to believe them. But when she finally returned to her office on the top floor of an elegant Georgian house on Leeson Street, Lara felt worse. Everything looked unfamiliar. Her shelves of design books, her framed typography posters, even the weekly work list, written on the whiteboard in her own handwriting. It all belonged to a stranger – the person she had been before she lost her baby. The only things in the room that she felt any connection to were half a dozen flower postcards pinned to the wall above her desk.


			The red and white tulip by Judith Leyster. The vase of white lilac by Manet. The bowl of blowsy roses by Henri Fantin-Latour. The vase of tumbling blooms by Brueghel – lilies and tulips, fritillaries and daffodils, carnations and snowdrops, cornflowers and peonies and anemones. Those flowers had all died four hundred years ago, but that first week back at work, they planted a seed in Lara’s heart. Flowers had healed her before, when she was the child who had lost her mother. Maybe they would heal her again now that she was a mother who had lost her child.


			‘Lara, you do realise,’ Michael had said gently, ‘that people send flowers to mothers when a baby is born. You’ll have to go to maternity wards every other day. You’ll have to go back to Holles Street. Have you thought about how hard that will be?’ It had been his last attempt to get her to reconsider and the only thing that could have changed her mind, but by the time he said it, it was too late.


			She had already resigned. Told her boss, Frank, that afternoon that she was leaving. Blurted it out in a traffic jam on the way home from a meeting because they were friends and because she felt like a fraud taking a brief for an annual report that she was never going to design. He had looked sad and shocked but not surprised.


			‘When do you want to go?’


			‘As soon as you can do without me.’


			He had helped her clear her desk and driven her home. Her things were still in the boxes, lined up in the room that should have been Ryan’s nursery.


			


			Lara parked on Holles Street and unloaded the last delivery of the afternoon, a frothy arrangement of white agapanthus and lisianthus with the faintest blush of pink.


			Two overdue women in slippers with fleece dressing gowns pulled around their enormous bumps were smoking on the steps of the maternity hospital. ‘Jesus,’ one of them said, turning to look at the bouquet as Lara passed, ‘I’d have to have triplets before me fella gave me a bunch like that.’


			‘I’d have to have the winner of the Grand bloody National,’ her friend snorted, ‘and the Cheltenham Gold Cup.’


			Lara was smiling as she crossed the marble floor of the entrance hall, but her throat tightened as she took the stairs to the third floor, where she had given birth to her own baby on a sunny spring morning sixteen weeks before his due date.


			The first time she had delivered a bouquet to this hospital she had sat outside for nearly an hour trying to talk herself into getting out of the van. She’d only made it as far as the hall, where she’d dropped the flowers on the porter’s desk and bolted back out. But she’d forced herself to keep coming back until she could bring the bouquets all the way up the stairs to the nurses’ stations on the maternity wards.


			She had learned to distract herself, to fill her mind so there was no room for the memory of the day she’d walked down these same stairs without her baby. Today, she made a mental list of flowers for next week’s order, moving on to foliage as she hurried along the corridor, past the closed doors of the private rooms. She handed the bouquet over to the nurse at the desk, then started back the way she’d come.


			‘Nurse!’ A voice called from behind a closed door as she passed.


			Lara looked up and down the corridor. It was empty.


			‘Please?’ The woman sounded frantic. ‘Could someone help me?’


			Lara hesitated, then walked back and opened the door.


			A pale, exhausted-looking woman was propped up on the pillows in the bed, a baby in a blue blanket in her arms. ‘Please!’ she gasped, pointing at a stand near the door. ‘Can you get me that bowl?’


			Lara picked up the plastic bowl and crossed the room quickly.


			‘Can you hold him for a second?’ The woman held up the bundle. ‘I need to be sick.’


			Lara froze and looked down at the baby. He could not have been more than a few hours old. ‘I can’t,’ she said. But the woman was already thrusting him into her arms.


			


			Nothing Lara had read in her ‘what to expect’ books had prepared her for the tiny body of her dead son, so small that he fitted into her cupped hands. He weighted exactly two hundred and forty-one grams. He was the colour of a ripening plum.


			She had returned to the hospital and brought Ryan home the night before he was buried. Michael could not bear to look at him but Lara could have looked at him for ever. His eyes sealed closed beneath the finely traced eyebrows. The smooth whorls that would have become his ears, the mouth like a puckered flower. She had sat up all night holding him in her arms, learning him by heart.


			‘It happened for a reason,’ Michael kept saying. But when Lara asked him what that reason was, he couldn’t tell her.


			The post-mortem showed that their son had died prematurely because of a rare chromosomal problem. The chances of it happening a second time were minimal. The doctor said they could try to get pregnant again whenever they were ready, but a year had gone by, then three, then five, and Lara still felt that having another child would be a betrayal, that they would just be trying to replace Ryan.


			


			Lara braced herself as she took the baby from the woman in the bed. She had not held a baby in her arms since that night she had held Ryan. She waited for the usual tsunami of grief to slam into her, but it didn’t come. Instead she was overcome with something that was almost joy. He was small and helpless, but he was so alive. She could feel his warmth through the blanket. He squirmed against her chest and let out a small, scratchy little cry.


			The woman finished retching into the basin. ‘God! Sorry!’ She wiped her mouth with a tissue. ‘He was two weeks overdue. They had to induce me last night. The stuff they gave me was awful.’ Lara nodded; she remembered it. ‘I keep getting these waves of nausea, but it’s worth it! I still can’t believe he’s here!’ She held out her arms.


			Lara handed the baby over, carefully. ‘Does he have a name?’


			‘My husband thinks he’s a Daniel,’ the woman settled the baby gently into the crook of her arm, ‘but I like Ted.’


			‘Me too!’ Lara smiled. ‘It’s my dad’s name!’


			‘Seriously?’ The woman looked up at her. The colour had come back into her face now. She still looked exhausted, but her eyes were shining with happiness. ‘It wasn’t just a coincidence that you came to our rescue. It was a sign!’


			Lara leaned over and touched the baby’s cheek. Felt the velvet of his skin beneath her fingertip, softer than the petal of any flower.


			She had the strongest feeling that maybe the woman was right. That maybe this was a sign for her too. She was only just forty; it wasn’t too late to try for another child. There was still time.


		


	

		

			Pansy


			Remembrance and unfading love.


			He opens his eyes again and she is still there, between the sink and the bin with the biohazard sticker on it. He blinks at her in amazement. ‘Jesus, what are you doing here?’


			‘Nice to see you too.’ She laughs and peels off her leather gloves, undoes the belt of her red coat. Her shoes are high, he sees, and her legs are bare. ‘I heard your wife died.’ She stuffs the gloves into her pocket.


			‘You must be pretty hard of hearing.’ Ted tries to sit up. ‘She died a long time ago, love.’


			She shrugs the coat off. The dress is black velvet with a deep V neckline. He has to force himself to keep his eyes on her face. ‘But you’re still wearing a wedding ring,’ she says.


			He glances down at his hand, sees the new bruise that has seeped out around the needle of the morphine pump they inserted this morning. Is he just imagining it, or is the ring looser on his finger?


			She whooshes herself up on the windowsill, her elbow brushing against the flowers his daughter brought yesterday, or was it the day before? ‘Avalanche roses.’ She picks up a fallen petal, puts it into the palm of one hand, presses her nose to her palm for a moment. ‘My favourites.’


			‘What are you doing here?’ he asks her, again.


			She shrugs. ‘I was just, you know, in the area.’ She looks around, the pale arch of one eyebrow rising as she takes in the tangle of wires that sprout from beneath the bed covers, the metal drip stand, the oxygen tank. ‘More to the point, what are you doing here?’ Her eyes arrive back on his face. She shakes her head. ‘You don’t look too good.’


			‘You look …’ He tries to find a word that can contain it all. The treacle and chestnut of her hair. The creamy triangle of skin above the velvet neckline of her dress. The sheen on her long pale legs. The word that swims to the surface of his consciousness is ‘ravishing’. But instead be says, ‘… just the same.’


			Three sudden stabs of pain pass through his chest cavity like laser beams. He gasps and presses the pump. The morphine bails the pain out of him as if it is water and his body is a sinking boat. After half a minute, he can breathe normally again.


			‘How bad is it?’ she asks, softly.


			‘How bad is it when the love of your life walks in looking like sex on legs and you’re wearing a hospital gown your arse is falling out of that has little ribbon ties up the back?’ he replies. ‘Pretty bad.’


			He catches the shadow of a smile as she turns to look out of the window. Behind her he can see the blurry green haze of the golf course. A minute ago, this was his idea of torture. To know that it was only a hundred yards away. The springy, rain-drenched grass, the buffeting wind, the line of sight from the 6th hole down past the elms to the velvety green. But the real torture is to have to lie here, trussed up like a turkey, tethered to the bed by the catheter and the oxygen line and the drip, too weak to stretch a hand across and touch her. He finds the pump button with his thumb and presses again.


			She turns back at the bleep, lifts a hand to her mouth, nibbles the skin at the side of her thumb. ‘Anything I can do?’


			‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Come to bed.’


			‘You and your one-track mind,’ she says. Then, to his amazement, she slides down off the windowsill and walks over to him. She kicks off her shoes and clears a space between the lines and the tubes and lies down beside him, propped up on one elbow, her face just inches from his.


			He can see the curve of her breast beneath the velvet. Her bare left arm with the wishbone scar left by the metal pin that held her wrist together where she broke it. ‘Your breath smells like a hundred-year-old turnip,’ she says.


			‘It tastes like one too.’


			‘Let’s see.’ She presses her warm, soft, wet mouth against his dry, cracked lips for a long time. ‘It’s not so bad,’ she says softly. Then she whispers, ‘Te dua.’


			He knows it means ‘I love you’, but is it Turkish, or Armenian or Albanian?


			A Spanish ‘Te quiero’ is all he can dredge up in reply. He lets his head drop and presses his face into her neck. He can feel her warmth, the buzz of her blood beneath her skin, but he can’t find her scent. The hospital smell is too overpowering.


			He lets her name rise up his throat and come into his mouth. How long is it since he has said it out loud? Three syllables. ‘Mar-gar-ret.’


			When he opens his eyes again, she’s gone and so are the roses. There is a vase of anemones on the windowsill now. Purples and whites and dark pinks. His daughter is sitting in the uncomfortable orange plastic chair by the bed, reading a book.


			‘Lara, what happened to the roses?’ His voice is a croak.


			‘I changed them on Tuesday when I was in with Phil, remember?’


			Desperation. He tries to sit up. What day is it now? How long since Margaret was here?


			‘Dad?’ Lara looks alarmed. ‘Shall I call a nurse? Do you need something?’


			His body concertinas back down on to the pillows but doesn’t fall into place right. It feels like a piece of origami that has been folded badly along the wrong creases. ‘Just some water!’ he croaks.


			She holds the glass, the rim cool and hard against his trembling mouth.


			His beautiful daughter has lavender-coloured circles beneath her sherry-brown eyes and they are his fault. The poor child has been running around looking after him for how long? Weeks? Months? But his daughter is not a child, he realises with a sudden jolt. She is two years older than Margaret.


			‘You should go home now,’ he tells her. ‘Get some rest.’


			She pulls her chair closer. ‘Dad, I only just got here. I want to spend some time with you.’


			She holds the hand without the cannula in it and tells him about her day, a tangle of words from which he tries to unpick meaning. A woman who hugged her when she delivered a bouquet of flowers. A man who wanted her to tie a five-thousand-euro engagement ring around the stem of a white rose. A couple who were getting married in June but who wanted daffodils and tulips for their wedding.


			There is silence, and he finds a question to slip into it and fill it. ‘How’s the garden?’


			‘It’s good. It’s been hot so I’m watering it every day. I’ll do some weeding at the weekend.’


			‘Let Michael do it,’ he says.


			‘He’s …’ Her thumb running backwards and forwards over the gold band on her finger for a few seconds – he sees it. ‘He’s busy. I can do it myself.’


			Something is wrong with what she’s saying. A thought catches, tugs at his brain, a fish on the line, but then pain roars through him and it takes all his strength to keep it out of his face, and when it is gone, it has taken the thought with it.


			


			A nurse with red hair and breath that smells of cigarettes tucks a towel under his chin, squirts shaving foam on to her palm, rubs lather on his face.


			She has already washed him and helped him into the new pyjamas he asked Phil to bring. He wants to look good when Margaret comes again. He feels an ache beneath the ache in his chest: she will come again, won’t she?


			The nurse holds his head gently to steady it while she shaves his chin. He can feel kindness in the tips of her fingers. Cancer has given him a hypersensitivity to compassion in other people.


			He remembers the consultant who gave him the news after the first tests. He had been putting up with the cough for months. He had only gone for the scan to please Lara. The man, a boy really, only a few years older than Phil, was nervous. He wanted to look away, who wouldn’t? But instead he held eye contact, kept his gaze on Ted’s eyes, like a hand steadying his shoulder, while he explained that the prognosis was not good.


			Ted thanked him, then left the hospital and drove to Bullock Harbour. It was a stormy day in early April, the sea heaving under a sky of fast-moving grey clouds. Seagulls rode the wind above the tossing waves. The smaller boats with their scuffed and peeling hulls had been pulled out of the water. A few lads were fishing off the end of the jetty. The air smelled of rotting fish and tar. Ted closed his eyes and took huge lungfuls of it. How could he be dying? He had never felt so alive in his life.


			If he was lucky, he might get to see Rory McIlroy give the US Open another shot in June. Might. Possibly. But he almost certainly wouldn’t see Dublin qualify for the All-Ireland in August.


			He would have liked to see Leonard Cohen again, he thought, to watch the white stars of his little Magnolia stellata bloom one last time, to be there when – if – his bloody son ever found a girl he wanted to be with for more than a fortnight, to see his daughter holding a son or a daughter of her own.


			The nurse holds up a mirror. His cheeks are sunken and his forehead seems to extend to the crown of his head, where a few pathetic wisps of hair still cling. His collarbone protrudes through his mottled skin like a coat hanger. He starts to laugh, though he’s not supposed to. Laughing makes him breathless. Margaret was right. He looks awful. He looks like Gollum.


			


			The morphine pump chirps and the pain liquefies. He remembers the sun on his neck on a beltingly hot Sunday morning. Walking hand in hand with Margaret down Sir John Rogerson’s Quay. The eggy smell of the river at low tide as they crossed the bridge. How old was she then? Twenty-one? Twenty-two? She had wanted to go to Bray, to the sea, that morning, but so had half of Dublin.


			The train was still on the platform at Tara Street but the doors were closed. When Margaret went up to the office to ask about the next one, the stationmaster took one look at her and added an extra carriage to the train. That’s how beautiful she was. Is.


			She is thirty-eight and he is seventy-one. How is this supposed to work? A summer shower outside the window. Beyond the clang and rattle of the approaching lunch trolley outside his door, he can hear the drops whisper against the glass. He imagines breaking out of this overheated room, pulling out the wires and the tubes, striding along the corridor, taking the stairs in twos and walking out into the car park, turning his face up so a curtain of cool rain closes over his face.


			When he opens his eyes, Margaret is back floating at the corner of his vision near the window, looking at a framed photograph of Lara and Phil.


			‘You were snoring,’ she says.


			A short, round woman in a blue overall that looks about to pop pokes her head around the door. ‘Knock! Knock!’


			Ted wants her to go, wants to be alone with Margaret, but he knows he has to play this stupid game. ‘Who’s there?’


			‘Boo.’


			‘Boo who?’


			‘Cheer up!’ the woman grins. ‘It’s corned beef and cabbage today!’


			He shakes his head. The door closes. Margaret sits on the end of the bed giving him a quizzical look. Drops of rain sparkle in her hair. She is wearing the same red coat. ‘Aren’t you hungry?’


			His appetite dwindled away the last few weeks before he came into the hospital. The morphine killed the last of it. Now he remembers a salad he shared with her at a beachside restaurant in Italy. He can almost taste the feathery green spears of rocket, the juicy pink shreds of Parma ham, the two ripe figs halved, the salty Parmesan shavings. He can see the cracked blue Formica table, the cheap, battered cutlery, the sooty red wine in the chipped tumblers. He can hear the music of Italian being spoken all around them.


			Margaret leans over and picks up the photograph. The children, taken a few Christmases ago. Lara in an elegant green dress with her hair up in a bun, smiling her serene smile. Phil in his bike leathers with reindeer antlers planted on his rumpled black hair, his chin tilted back, caught in mid-laugh.
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‘Ella Griffin can make you laugh and then cry
in the turn of a page’ Marian Keyes
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