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For my children


Let everything happen to you


Beauty and terror


Just keep going


No feeling is final


–Rainer Maria Rilke










It’s warm up here. And dry. So dry. The wind makes sure of that. It comes in from the north, clearing the sky of cloud, the air of dust, and ridding the place of moisture. So the earth on these hills is poor. A loose mix of clay and limestone and gravel that crumbles underfoot and yields to even the slightest pressure. Rain rarely falls. But all this dryness doesn’t stop the vast acres of vines thriving. Their roots are adventurous, pushing hard through the soil, searching groundwater to feed their fruit to ripened plumpness. Like the aged and plentiful fig trees in the sloping grounds of Notre Rêve. Clustered in the sunniest corner of the villa’s garden, their broad, open-handed leaves flitter down daily at this time of year, coating the parched grass in layers of crispy, curling husks. No one bothers to clear them any more. And no one gathers the fruit. It thumps to the ground at summer’s end, an unwanted harvest-carpet of sticky, boozy pulp. Over time, leaves and fruit combine, disintegrate, become part of where they fall. Come winter, the human remains that lie half hidden under the shady figs will be covered completely. Next year, it will begin all over again. And the next. And slowly, slowly, the earth beneath will subside and the shrinking mound will be swallowed. That’s what will happen.


Unless someone comes looking.


And they know what they’re looking for.




ONE


March 2015


Before Laura joins the lengthy queue for Security, she glances back. Her mother still stands where she left her, one pale, veined hand clutching the mauve scarf at her throat, the other held chest high, palm out, ready to wave. Laura raises her arm over her head and moves it through the air, but the woman she’s looking at remains static and unseeing, like a life-size cardboard cut-out, a 2D version of her real self. Any doubts Laura may have had evaporate. Her mother is not the person she used to be. It’s time for action.


Laura has no idea if this trip will be successful. If it will make things any better. Perhaps when she returns home she won’t feel any different from the way she does now. The way she’s felt ever since what happened.


What happened.


That’s how her family refers to that night. The night when everything changed. They skirt around it, try not to talk about it. But they do. And, invariably, it ends up in a fight.


Laura shouting. Amy crying. Richie punching his fist through a door.


And their mother, Angela, silently watching. Helpless, as yet another fragment falls from what remains of her shattered world.


Before last October they’d all been under the impression they’d get justice. That sentences would be served as some kind of exchange for the damage done. For the mental and physical scars. For the gaps that had opened between them. For the way doubt seeped into the bones of their house and all trust in its safety disappeared. But that’s the thing with hope: it’s so fucking unreliable.


Their father had tried hard to help them through it, to remain calm and rational whenever his family got upset, confident that justice would prevail. He’d wade into their squabbles with spirited words of reason and inspiration: ‘Don’t let what they did define us,’ he’d say. ‘Don’t let it destroy us.’ And then, gathering them into the muscle of his tight, musky embrace, the hot whispered words of his mantra: ‘We have to let it strengthen us. Strengthen what we have, who we are. Don’t let them win. For Jesus’ sake, don’t let the buggers win.’


But they did.


And when it finally became clear that all those involved had walked away, unpunished, it had been too much to bear. Perhaps he’d set too much store in a positive outcome but Laura couldn’t blame him for that. Then the wound had been salted by a triumphant V outside the court and the rage he’d been keeping at a simmer had instantly leaped to the boil. Against the grate of his ribs, Karl Pierce’s heart had turned into a flaming ball. Alive with a fire he couldn’t damp down. One that had taken just a week to burn itself out. In the end, their father had been brought down by the very emotion he’d urged his family to disdain.


Laura boards the plane. For the first time in months she feels … purposeful. Like she matters. Like she could spit in the face of anyone who might rub her up the wrong way. Confrontation. Once, it was the air that she breathed. But since what happened, she’s learned to be a little less dependent. She’d given as good as she’d got that night but when the price for defiance is a dislocated jaw, well … it kind of colours your thinking. Makes you question who you thought you were, throws all certainties into disarray. Whoever said trauma brings people closer together was telling a stinking great lie. In the case of Laura’s family, it’s doing its best to pull them apart. It’s as though they’ve each retreated to their own private corner to grieve, like starving dogs with lumps of rotten meat.


Take Amy – she likes to put her grief into words. Her counsellor encourages it and, being Amy, she does what she’s told. Laura often hears the sounds she makes, late into the night after she’s had a session: the rhythmic tap-tap of her fingers on the keyboard, the clunky whirr of the printer belching out page after page. Her sister says the process allows her to ‘contextualise’ her suffering. Where’s the sense in that? Who wants to spend time making a place for pain in their life? Surely the idea is to move away from it, put something else in its place. Laura tried therapy a couple of times but all it did was make her angrier so she stopped attending. Richie never went at all. He preferred to deal with his feelings another way, wanted to find someone to beat the shit out of the scumbags. But Karl said they had to stick to the rules; they had to allow justice to take its course. Jesus, Dad, would you think that way if you were still alive? Laura wonders, as the plane speeds down the runway. You put your faith in the system and it failed us. It would’ve been better if we’d taken the law into our own hands.


She looks down on the rain clouds, satisfied that she’s on top, like she’s getting the better of them. It’s not a feeling she has very often now. Her father is dead. Her mother has been left as one half of the whole the two of them made together. The bond she once shared with her brother and sister is weaker than it was. She and Amy were once inseparable. Though they have distinct – almost opposing – personalities, the bond they’d shared had been tight and fast. Richie was their baby. The little boy they’d practically smothered with love since the day he’d been born. Now they are all different people.


After that night, their father had tried. His endless reassurances, his attempts to calm his family’s rage … It all seems so ineffectual now. Like pissing into the wind. Laura didn’t cry when he went. Not that she’d expected to. She’s always thought about sadness more than actually feeling it. Her brain understands the purpose of sorrow, but anger, jealousy, deceit, they just seem more … useful. As a pig-headed teenager, the sit-down talks her father forced her to endure the countless times she stepped out of line did nothing but make her realise that he loved her. Unconditionally. That knowledge gave her permission to continue her defiance. She’s probably supposed to feel bad about that but, hey, who can be held responsible for the person they used to be? What matters is who you are now and what you’re going to do about things today, right?


She might not have cried when her father died but she’d held his cold, stiff hand as his lifeless body lay on the hospital trolley. He hadn’t been at peace. Maybe some people let go of their troubles when they leave this world but that hadn’t happened to her dad. The anger was still there. His chest was swollen with it; she’d seen it bulging behind his eyelids. ‘Don’t worry, Dad,’ she’d told him in her head. ‘I’ll see to it. You can count on me.’


She orders a coffee, leafs through the boring in-flight magazine. Thankfully the middle seat is empty – she doesn’t have to worry about unwanted human contact. But the bald guy sitting in the aisle seat keeps throwing glances, without any attempt to disguise his interest. When he becomes seriously annoying she gives him a ‘back-off’ stare. He gets the message, and a few minutes later, he dozes off.


An hour and a half into the journey, the clouds begin to break up and soon, through the gaps, she can see the snowy peaks of the French Alps thousands of feet below. The sky brightens, sunlight bursts into the cabin and the attendants go through their routine of collecting rubbish and flogging scratch cards before they start preparing to land. Laura fastens her seatbelt and gets that woozy sensation in her stomach as the plane begins its descent. She thinks about her mother, wouldn’t be at all surprised if she’s still standing where she left her, that vacant expression on her face. They’d been silent on the drive to the airport; they’d already done all the talking.


At the departure gates, her mother’s eyes had filled with tears. ‘I’ll be fine,’ Laura had said. ‘This is something I have to do. For Dad. For all of us.’


Her mother had nodded, tried to raise a smile. ‘You’re sure? You don’t have to. You can still change your mind.’


‘I’m sure.’


‘Knowing you, you’ll get what you want,’ her mother had said, with a weak smile. ‘You usually do.’


The plane comes in low over the bay, glides steadily over the clear blue water. The wheels hit the runway, the engines roar, and Laura grins to herself.


Yes, Mum, I’ll get what I want. Just not in the way that you think.




TWO


Driving home from the airport, Angela takes a wrong turn. Instead of stopping as soon as she discovers her mistake, she keeps going, even as her heartbeat quickens and heat prickles up through her body. She knows she should pull over but crazy panic overrides common sense and she caves under its influence, allowing it to take over. A voice in her head is calmly telling her what to do: Stop, turn around, take a right, right again. But Panic tells her not to trust it. What would you know? Panic says. You stupid woman, you’re the one who has us here in the first place.


Her breaths shorten as she swings round a large circular green, sails past a string of plastic-fronted shops – a butcher’s, a launderette, a takeaway – and a terrace of pebble-dashed houses. Laura had suggested taking a taxi but Angela had wanted to drive, to be responsible for her all the way to Departures. Angela’s cheeks flame. Pressure builds behind her eyes. Panic propels her further down the unfamiliar road, takes her past a flat-roofed school building disgorging a grey-legged centipede of uniformed teenage boys. Slow down, the voice tells her, there’s a way out of this. You’re in control. Those are your hands on the steering wheel, your foot on the accelerator. But … maybe I want to be lost. Lost lets me make excuses. Down back roads and side streets and in dark corners. Places where I won’t see a soul I know. Lost is vague and comfortable. It’s where I want to be. It’s …


The menace of something tall and shadowy looms up ahead, monstering over her. She swerves left into a tarmacked yard and presses her foot on the brake. Slow, slower, until she comes to a stop inches from an arched wooden door. A church. Not since Karl’s funeral has she been inside one. And not for a very long time before that. Richie’s christening? No, not that long ago. Not more than eighteen years. Haven’t there been weddings? And First Holy Communions? Of course. Ceremonies. The compulsion of them. The having to. All that expectation. People like that, don’t they? They seem to find it reassuring. But nothing is as certain as waking up to find your husband lying dead in the bed beside you. As always, Angela had listened out for her husband’s breathing that chilly autumn morning, a habit she’d formed over the years. Straining hard for the familiar grainy rasp, her world had collapsed when the only sound she’d heard had been silence.


Half of her is gone and everything is less than it was. Especially time. Months, weeks … they mean nothing. Today is a bagful of blurry moments and tomorrow a ribbon of smoke. But the past, there’s sense in that still, isn’t there? In what came before.


Laura. Now there was a demanding baby. First-born, she’d had a soft landing. Her rounded form had sat easy into the shape of Karl and Angela’s warm embrace and there it stayed. Angela recalls the nights spent rocking her to sleep; the days passed staring into the perfect beauty of her amber eyes. Oh, how she’d thrived on it. The privilege of that sole attention. So good while it lasted. Until the dilution. From one hundred per cent to fifty on Amy’s arrival. From fifty to thirty-three and a third on Richie’s. The cruelty of it!


She’d been born eight days early. Angela hadn’t known she was in labour until her waters pooled onto the quarry-tiled kitchen floor of the Leeson Street house in which they were living. A dark, rain-sodden Friday evening in mid-December, one year almost to the day since Karl and Angela had met. The house they were living in was a dilapidated Georgian four-storey-over-basement owned by about-town auctioneer Frank Butler, whom Karl had met while working as a bar boy in a Baggot Street pub. Frank had taken a shine to the six-foot twenty-one-year-old who served him his Irish coffees. Karl was fully aware of the attention and was quick to detect the opportunity it presented. When he’d heard Frank dramatically lamenting his inability to find someone trustworthy to oversee the renovation of his recently purchased period townhouse, Karl hadn’t hesitated to put himself forward. He’d reckoned an ongoing mild flirtation with suede-coated Frank was preferable to spending smoky nights squeezing beer-sodden cloths, emptying butt-congested dregs and hoping the contents of his tips jar might make up for his scabby wages. He’d told Frank he had first-hand experience of building work, though the closest he’d ever been to anything of the sort was when, aged fourteen, he’d helped his late father build a concrete shed in the back garden of their terraced cottage in Kildare. Had Frank known the truth, doubtless he would have hired him anyway. ‘I’m positive you’ll be perfect,’ he’d said. ‘When can you start?’


It was Frank who’d driven them to the maternity hospital that evening. Karl, white-faced, was waiting on the granite steps when he’d pulled up in his maroon Jag at five on the dot to deliver the ivory envelope containing Karl’s weekly wages. ‘Lucky for you I’m punctual,’ Frank remarked, as they sped through the slick city streets. After twenty hours of indescribably painful contractions, Angela pushed their baby girl out into the world and Karl cried for the first time since the long, slow death of his mother. He told Angela later that when he’d looked at their daughter for the first time he’d felt a shifting, a physical jolt, and instantly the world was more defined, as though he’d spent his life until that point peering through a veil. And that when he’d taken Laura into the crook of his arm, he’d known for sure that there’d never be anything more important than her protection.


Frank had been the natural choice for godfather. They’d asked him on Christmas Eve. He’d accepted immediately, saying, in his own dramatic way, that it was the best present he’d ever received.


Who would have imagined it? Not Angela. All those years ago when she and Karl had first met, he’d told her that this was for ever. And she’d believed him. If there was, somehow, to be an end, she’d thought it would be so many years up the road she’d hardly be able to count them. It would come at a time when the future they’d planned had become their past, when their children’s children had children, when the world had become a place she and Karl didn’t understand. And she’d always trusted that they’d go together. That some force – whatever it might be – would see to it that neither of them was left alone for long. Or at all. When Karl died, she got sick of people advising her to count her blessings, telling her she should be happy they’d been together for more than twenty-five years. How can she be grateful for what she’s missed out on? For being robbed of all the time they should have had left? Where’s the happiness in that? Celebrate Karl’s life? I’d rather mourn his death, if you don’t mind. There’s sense in sorrow – it’s what I can understand. You know what I mean, don’t you, love? You wouldn’t want me to deny how I feel? That would get me nowhere. Would make what we had so much less than it really was.


She pulls up in front of the house, turns off the engine and sits for a moment, wondering how it is that she’s home when the last thing she remembers is an empty church carpark. Obviously there was a journey in between but she has no recollection of the detail. Thoughts of Karl had brought her home while she’d autopiloted through traffic lights and corners and right-hand turns.


Sleep. She hungers for it. For its blissful, ignorant safety. She unlocks the front door, heads straight up the stairs to the bedroom, throws her coat onto a chair. She lifts the padded lid of the blanket box that stands at the foot of the bed and takes out the sheet that Karl died on. It hasn’t been washed since. She lies down, wrapping it tight around her body. The smell. Is it the death of him or the life? Everything is upside-down now. Nothing is as it was. She rolls herself tighter in the sheet … so tight she finds it difficult to breathe.




THREE


Along worm of vermilion crawls from the tube as Paddy Skellion squeezes it with some force. It lies next to a buttery blob of titanium on the sheet of plate glass that serves as his palette. Two pigments side by side: cardinal red, immaculate white.


Like blood and salve.


He drizzles the paint with linseed oil, then, with the mini-trowel of his knife, he swirls the colours together. The action never fails to remind him. Early mornings – feet laced into oversized steel-toe boots, his breath a freezing white mist in front of his face – mixing mortar for his father, a bawdy hulk of a man whose shovel-sized hands could lay five hundred bricks a day. Forty-odd years ago that was, when Paddy was a fluffy-lipped pup who thought himself too smart to bother with school. Being a brickie like his father was his sole ambition back then. Nothing wrong with that. Great money in it … when times were good. He’d learned that the hard way. Working fast and getting paid per brick was fine when there was building going on. Then the bad times hit and it was the ferry to Holyhead, the coach to London and a decade working the sites round Canary Wharf. His father’s death had brought him home. It still stings that he didn’t live long enough to see how Paddy’s fortunes had changed.


He looks up, feeling his heart lift, as it always does, at the view. What would you think of me now, Da? Not bad, yeah? The three huge windows here in his upper-floor studio frame nothing but blue: cloudless skies over untroubled waves dotted here and there with the pale smudge of a super-yacht. Another world. You would’ve called me a jammy bastard, wouldn’t you, Da? Inner-city Dublin to the French Riviera. And all by way of canvas and paint.


He adds another drop of linseed, slicing his knife over and back through the oily pink mass. Colour is his thing. He’s never been hung up about the technical stuff. He’s self-taught and proud of it. The critics might not rate him but what does he care? His popularity enabled him to buy this place with cash. Cost him every cent he had – a view of the Mediterranean doesn’t come cheap – but he’s already back in the black after his most recent show. For the moment, the plan is to spend winters out here. Long term, a permanent move is on the cards. Life isn’t bad. But there are things that could be better.


‘Swear to God, Simon Keyes thinks you’re a bloody machine.’ Marie pads, barefoot, across the sun-warmed floorboards. She’s not dressed yet, still wears her striped cotton pyjamas, her grey fleece dressing gown. She hands Paddy one of the mugs of coffee she carries, then sits in the leather chair that faces the view. ‘He’s looking for fifteen by the end of next month.’


Paddy takes a sip and studies the back of his wife’s head. From this vantage point, she could be any age. But face on, time is beginning to take its toll. She’s forty-nine now and, in the last few months, she’s begun to … deteriorate. The light shows up her crow’s feet, her crêpy neck, the brittleness of her hair. Maybe it’s the glut of smooth flesh that’s available for free viewing on the beaches, in the streets, at every turn, it seems. It keeps happening. He sees some firm young thing in a café or a shop and the artist in him can’t help but admire her golden skin, her full lips. The perfection throws Marie into stark relief, makes her age so much more apparent. It’s not Paddy’s fault that he thinks this way. It’s what he’s about, what art is all about. Beauty. Creation. Permanence in the face of decay. Twenty-five years. He’s had slip-ups. She knows about some of them. But lately the urge to tell her about all the others has been strengthening.


‘Fifteen? I can manage that. Did he mention sizes?’


‘Sizes? Um … God. Did he mention sizes?’ She glances at him over her shoulder. ‘I’ll have to read the email again. Senior moment.’


Marie looks after Paddy’s admin – the workaday stuff: ordering stretchers, rolls of canvas, packing materials; fielding requests for work, many of which get turned down. He supplies three galleries on a regular basis – one each in Dublin, Belfast and London. Between them, they take everything he’s able to produce. There are no contractual obligations; Paddy can afford not to tie himself down. And it’s cash on delivery. You want a Skellion, you pay for it upfront. It’s an arrangement they’re happy to go along with. Skellions don’t stay on the wall for long. Paddy is in the enviable position, therefore, of knowing that every painting he produces is already sold.


‘You can let me know.’ He puts down his mug, squeezes a glob of Naples yellow onto his palette, and another of ultramarine. ‘And what time is that, um, meeting on Friday? Eleven?’


Marie nods. ‘As far as I can remember. I’ll check.’ She turns back to the view. ‘For what it’s worth.’


Paddy selects a flat brush and directs his attention to the prepared canvas that sits on his paint-spattered easel. ‘No harm in giving it a shot, see what she’s about.’


‘Well, if you ask me, it’ll come to nothing. As usual.’


‘More than likely. But I’m curious.’


‘Suspicious, you mean,’ Marie says. ‘Like she just happens to be in the area?’


‘I know. But it’s possible.’ Paddy loads his brush with the thinned-out pink and sweeps it over the virgin canvas in wide, bold strokes. ‘Plenty of bigshots out here have personal art advisers. We know that.’


‘True. I suppose if her client’s as big a deal as she says he is it could turn out to be lucrative.’


‘Remains to be seen. For sheer brass neck she deserves the benefit of the doubt.’


Laura Karlson, Art Adviser. He’d googled her after he’d received her initial email but had found nothing. Not entirely surprising. A lot of these types operate under the radar. They earn their money by being discreet. But it had sounded an alarm bell. He’d wasted time on ‘big collectors’ in the past, before he’d started to enjoy his present success. Agents and dealers promising the sun, moon and stars and delivering, ultimately, zero because they didn’t have the connections they’d boasted about. He’d told Marie to send a thanks-but-no-thanks reply. But this Laura had been persistent. Had got back to say she’d be in the area and would like to meet with Paddy in person this Friday, prior to introducing him to her client – a ‘gallerist with a successful space in Lower Manhattan’. He’d be in Nice only until this Sunday, she said, and, all going to plan, would be free to ‘take things further’ on Saturday evening. Dublin, Belfast, London … New York. That had clinched it. Scepticism aside, there was enough there for Paddy to take the chance. If nothing came of it, at least he’d get to spend a half-hour or so in the company of a female other than his wife. And who knows? She may even be attractive.




FOUR


Lara Peers. Laura rolls her eyes at the misspelling. The guy holding the sign in Arrivals is probably late thirties: black skinny jeans, muscle-hugging black T-shirt, collar-length thick, sandy hair. He makes eye contact. She nods, and he turns, on the presumption she’ll follow. She watches his barely there arse as he leads the way, sloping through the glass doors and out into the heat, like a cocksure panther. Would she? Probably. She knows she could have him. She’s sure. Sure she could take him. But sure that she could leave him too. Sometimes no action is required – the certainty is enough.


He clicks open the boot of a shiny black Mercedes, lifts her wheelie case with one finger and tosses it in, catching her eye. What? Like, she’s supposed to think he’s Thor? It’s practically empty. She packed light. Shopping on rue Paradis tomorrow. Chanel, maybe. Armani, Louis Vuitton. Not that she’s into that crap but it’ll be necessary in order to achieve the right mix: in command yet attractive. It’ll be challenging. But fun. Even more so when she won’t be the one paying.


She slides into the back, sits behind the passenger seat where she has a pleasing view of the panther’s profile. He steers with his left hand, resting his right arm on that raised bit between the front seats, whatever it’s called. Richie would know. And make out Laura’s an idiot because she hasn’t a clue.


At least, once upon a time he would have. But he’s not that kind of Richie any more.


Her body relaxes into the soft leather seat as they speed along the promenade des Anglais. Nice is a city that gets straight to the point. Laura likes that. Barely twenty minutes off the plane and already she’s in the middle of it, watching those in denial of the ageing process stroll, jog, skate, basically flaunt themselves against the backdrop of the Mediterranean. Plenty of skin on display for a Wednesday afternoon in late March. Topless bathing on the pebbles just a few feet from the city traffic – she’s always found that hard to get her head around.


They drive alongside the harbour with its rows of moored yachts, their glossy hulls and brass hardware shining in the sun. As the road climbs, the panther floors it, holding her gaze in the rear-view mirror. Laura stares him down until he’s compelled to look away. Up here, the view is amazing. The Bay of Angels, glittering and sparkling like it’s been sprinkled with diamond dust. At least, that was how Amy described it in a What I Did For My Summer Holidays school essay she’d won a prize for at the age of about nine. Their father had been so proud when she’d read it out to the family, handing her a fiver as a reward. True, he’d slipped Laura the same later on, but she’d still been a bit miffed.


Amy has a way of viewing things that other people seem to appreciate. She condenses stuff in an orderly and attractive way, making fully rounded stories out of events that Laura finds routine. Amy gives people what they want, always anxious to be liked. Instead of standing back in reflection, measuring out her feelings like her sister, Laura feels more comfortable being right in the thick of things – bringing on the future as opposed to looking back and dissecting the past. Not that she’s averse to contemplation. It’s hard not to think about things like life and death. How fragile one is, how certain the other. She’s not convinced there’s anything out there after we die but sometimes she wonders where her father is, where the essence of him ended up after the body of him gave out. He can’t be just ‘gone’. There was too much to him for that. Her mother thinks the same. She talks to him. Laura has heard her. Is that normal or might she be going crazy? Can it really be a good idea to be attached to one person for such a long time?


They’re on the confusing part of the drive now, where it’s all twists and turns and sharp bends, and it’s easy to lose your way. But this guy is familiar with the route. His speed has been constant, even when rounding corners; he seems confident he has ownership of the road. Should Laura be surprised he hasn’t said a word to her? Fair enough, his English might not be great, and the only French she could use in reply is the smattering that made it into her memory despite years of inattention at school, but complete silence? Amy says Laura exudes negativity. That she incites confrontation. Or is it invites confrontation? Whatever.


The panther swings a sharp left onto the narrow forest track, driving about a hundred yards, through open gates, and on to the circular gravelled clearing at the end. With an exaggerated sigh, he stops the car and gets out.


Laura follows. ‘Thanks,’ she says, ‘merci’, when he takes her case from the boot.


She thinks about smiling, just to let him know his silence hasn’t pissed her off, but before she can make up her mind she hears, ‘Welcome, darling! Welcome, welcome!’ and along the path skips her godfather, his precious Persian, Trudy, at his feet. ‘Here in one piece! How wonderful to see you!’ He kisses both her cheeks, gives her a long, tight hug. ‘How was the flight?’ he asks, pulling away. ‘And the drive? Bruno was his usual talkative self?’ He laughs. ‘Our little joke, isn’t it, Bruno, dear?’


Bruno? Laura suppresses a smile. Truly, a dog of a name.


‘You are lucky I am not a sensitive man, Frank,’ he answers.


His voice, his accent, find their way in under Laura’s clothes. The sensation is pleasant, if a little rough. Like sandpaper on itchy skin.


‘Now, don’t be selling yourself short,’ Frank tells him. ‘A brute you may be, but not one completely without feeling.’


Bruno gives Frank the laugh he’s expecting. ‘Be careful. Perhaps next time I don’t remember the way.’


Frank waves his hands. ‘Off you go. Shoo now. Your job is done for today. I’ll be in touch.’


Laura’s head doesn’t turn but her eyes swivel to see Bruno slide into the car and roar away. Frank takes her case and together they walk towards the villa.


‘Don’t worry, darling,’ he says, linking his arm through hers. ‘Bruno will be at your disposal for the length of your stay.’ Laura rounds on him, eyes widening, eyebrows raised. ‘What?’ Frank asks, feigning indignation. ‘He’s your type, isn’t he? Why else do you think I had him collect you? Oh, stop making faces.’


A gulping laugh escapes Laura’s throat. ‘I’m not five years old, Frank! I don’t need to make faces. If I want to say something, I’ll say it.’


‘So say it, then. I’m right, aren’t I? Or should I have asked for a female driver? Where do your preferences lie, these days?’


This is why Amy has always been jealous that Laura has Frank as a godparent. Though Amy has a godmother and a godfather, Laura would never trade her one for her sister’s two: weird Willie and his horror of a wife, Yvonne – old friends of their parents who seem to have forgotten Amy’s existence. Frank and Laura … they have something special. And neither of them is afraid to speak their mind.


‘Okay, so he’s hot,’ Laura says. ‘I admit it. And if you’d chosen a “female driver”, as you put it, no doubt she’d have been cute too. But what’s with a driver anyway? Not up to collecting me yourself this time?’


‘It’s a little luxury I’ve gifted myself,’ Frank replies. ‘Having a chauffeur was a lifelong dream.’


‘You mean you’ve given up driving?’


Frank stops, turns, hugs his goddaughter again. ‘You have no idea how much I’ve been looking forward to you coming. This last week, time has practically stood still.’


‘I can understand that,’ Laura says, noting he’s chosen not to answer her question. She pulls away, squinting against the sun. ‘Must be unbearable at times. Stuck in this shithole. All-day sunshine. Panoramic views. Fuck-all to do.’


He shakes his head, smiles. ‘Laura, Laura. Light of my life. So much your poor father will miss out on.’ Then his face gets serious. ‘Angela. How is she?’


Laura pauses, thinking of a way to describe her mother’s current state. ‘A bit all over the place, to be honest.’


‘Pity she couldn’t come.’


‘More wouldn’t than couldn’t. Just didn’t want to leave Richie.’


‘Poor boy. No change? Still spending most of his time in his room?’


Laura nods. ‘Refuses help. Hardly speaks. Generally makes Mum’s life a misery.’


‘He’s had a hard time of it. It’s not his fault.’


‘We all have. He doesn’t have a monopoly on grief.’


‘Mitigating factors, though. He was exceptionally close to your father. He’s the youngest. And he’s a boy.’


‘Jesus. If you’re looking for a fight you’re saying all the right things.’


‘You know it’s true, my dear.’ He starts walking again. ‘I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t.’


‘The mental confusion of an old man,’ Laura teases.


Frank laughs. ‘Seventy is the new fifty, or haven’t you heard?’


Laura follows his lead. ‘You keep telling yourself that.’


They reach the front door and Frank climbs the four steps, a little falteringly, Laura notes. He stops on the top one. ‘It’s not going to be the same, without your father here, is it? He was so looking forward to the party.’


‘Looking forward to calling you an elderly gent, you mean.’


Frank smiles. ‘That too.’ He gazes out over Laura’s head, his eyes pale, almost transparent in the sunshine. ‘I do hope your mother will be all right.’


‘She’ll be fine,’ Laura says. ‘I’m over here now, amn’t I? That’s what she wants.’


He turns and enters the cool, tiled hallway. ‘I know. I just hope she gets some comfort from the outcome.’


Frank lives full-time in the villa now, enjoying the solitude and privacy it affords him, generally only returning to Ireland for ‘ceremonial reasons’, the last time being for Karl’s funeral. When he’d bought the property, he’d named it ‘Notre Rêve’. Our Dream. That was about fifteen years ago and, ever the romantic, he’d thought the dream would last for ever. Or at least for a lot longer than it had. The dream was that he and his partner, Lee, would retire and spend their days as grizzly old gays on the Côte d’Azur, somehow die together and have their ashes scattered over the Bay of Angels. Or something like that. Then Lee went and fucked it up four years ago by falling down the basement stairs of Frank’s Dublin townhouse, smashing head first into a glass door and bleeding to death. He’d been known to down several bottles of wine in an evening, and Frank blamed himself for leaving him overnight while he flew to London on business. If he’d been there, called an ambulance, Lee might possibly be alive.


Laura had never understood what Frank saw in Lee. His awful dress sense, his perma-tan, the jungle of hairs on the back of his hands – to her, he and Frank didn’t go together. Lee was brash and loud, grabbing attention wherever he could find it. He worked – sporadically – as an interior designer but it was Frank who paid all the bills. He’d cheated on Frank too, several times, even bragged about it during their regular raging arguments. Though, in the months leading up to the accident, he’d claimed he’d turned over a new leaf. When he died, Laura did her best to feel sad, but part of her still thinks that Frank’s better off without him.


‘It looks different,’ Laura says of the vast, sunny living room. ‘You’ve taken down the drapes.’


‘So much better without them,’ Frank says. ‘Kept out so much light. And must you say “drapes”? Whatever happened to “curtains”?’


‘Sorry. Mollie. I guess it rubs off.’


‘How is the American psycho?’


‘Still around.’


Frank sinks down into the deep velvet couch, his body half disappearing into the row of plump scatter cushions. ‘That’s a pity,’ he says. ‘I was hoping you might have fallen out again.’


‘Sorry to disappoint you, but no.’


‘I preferred it when she was off radar.’


‘Look, I know you’ve never liked her but she’s okay. Seriously.’


‘What was it you said about her when you ended it?’ He beckons Trudy, who jumps into his lap. ‘You said she was a bit bubble-gum. All juicy at first and then nothing. How come the renewed flavour?’


‘She gets it. Just friends now. She’s not pushing for anything more.’


Trudy makes herself comfortable, rolling onto her back. Frank strokes her pinkish stomach. ‘Well, I’d advise caution. Lee used to say she had more money than sense.’


‘The same could be said about you, where Lee was concerned.’


‘That was different. Lee and I were in a long-term relationship. She was splashing the cash all over the place, even when you’d only just met her.’


‘I didn’t hear him complaining when she took the four of us to Shanahan’s that time. In fact, I seem to remember he ordered the most expensive steak on the menu. And a bottle of Dom Perignon.’


‘That was a little over the top, I agree. And I had words with him about it. But that’s not really the point.’


Laura flops down in a fancy swivel armchair. ‘Okay, let’s just leave it. I didn’t come all the way out here to talk about Mollie Teller.’


Frank’s only looking out for her, doing his concerned-godfather thing. He’s probably right about the money. Coming into a fortune at eighteen is not exactly ideal. Especially when it’s because you lost both your parents at the age of twelve. But hey, who’d turn it down? Mollie has it, she may as well spend it. Regardless of what Frank thinks, she’s happy she and Mollie have renewed their friendship. It’s going to make the outcome of this trip all the more successful. Laura will let Frank in on that side of things soon. But not yet.


Only when she’s sure she has him fully onside.


‘Hope you’ve something fabulous planned for dinner,’ she says, spinning around. ‘And something equally fab to drink.’ She catches Frank’s eye as she flies past, noticing the disapproval, which grows as she comes round again. ‘What?’ she asks, turning one more time before using a foot to brake directly opposite him.


‘The spinning. It was annoying.’


‘God, who’s grumpy today?’


‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous. I’m entitled to express an opinion.’


‘I never said you weren’t. But you’d want to know if you’re coming across all granddad-y, wouldn’t you?’


‘Likewise. When you’re behaving like a bratty teenager all over again.’


They stare at one another for a moment before Laura takes the lead and grins. ‘Jesus. I’m here literally five minutes. What the hell?’


Frank’s features relax. He smiles. ‘I know. Listen to us. What’re we like?’ Trudy raises her head, alert to something outside in the garden. She darts to the floor in a graceful leap, shooting through the open French windows in a flash of silvery grey. Frank crosses his legs, lays his arm along the back of the couch. ‘So. You’re all set, I take it? For the visit to Skellion?’


Laura’s breath catches in her throat. She coughs. ‘I need to talk to you about that. There’s been a change of plan.’


‘Oh dear. Why don’t I like the sound of that?’


Laura looks around the room. The increased light makes the wear on the parquet and the threadbare patches in the Chinese rug more noticeable. It shows up new lines on Frank’s forehead, the amount of white in his hair and beard. And the cloudiness she’d detected in his eyes on her last visit, not long after her father died, is more apparent now, lending a certain detachment to his gaze. Perhaps it’s not fair to rope Frank in. Mentally, he couldn’t be fitter, but physically? Still, she can keep his involvement to a minimum. It’s not as if he’ll have a major role.


‘Well,’ she begins, ‘tomorrow we’re going shopping.’


Frank frowns. ‘For?’


‘I need some new clothes.’


‘Okay, but—’


‘Good stuff. Designer, probably.’


‘I see,’ he says, after a pause. ‘Should I be afraid?’


‘Of?’


‘You tell me. Your mother sent you over here to talk to the Skellions, yes? Though what she’s hoping to achieve from that, I’m not sure. Paddy Skellion is not a reasonable man.’


‘You think I don’t know that? If he was, I wouldn’t be here, would I?’ She gets to her feet. ‘I wouldn’t have to go to this trouble.’


Frank looks away. ‘I don’t know …’


She stands over him now, hands on hips. ‘What? You don’t know what?’


He sighs. ‘If all this was such a good idea. Some people would say it’s sheer madness. That you should just … let it be.’


‘Oh, my God. Are you for real? You’re saying this now?’


His eyes turn to hers once more as he pats the seat cushion beside him. ‘Sit down. Stop hovering. You’re making me feel like I’ve done something wrong.’


‘Well, you’re doubting me and that’s as good as.’


‘Not doubting. Questioning. And I’ve a bloody right to. I thought it was all in train. Now you’re telling me you have something else in mind.’


‘Chill. I have it all thought out.’ She sits down beside him. ‘Well, kind of.’


He takes her hand in his. ‘You’re scaring me.’


She rubs his bony fingers. ‘You might have to surrender your Visa card.’


His head slumps on his chest. ‘So it’s going to cost me?’


‘Well, I have to look successful. And smart. And sexy.’


‘I’m not sure that’ll be possible.’


She digs him in the ribs. ‘Very funny. Looking the part is essential.’


‘The part? You mean you’ll be … pretending to be someone you’re not?’


She lifts his chin. ‘You know me, Frank,’ she says. ‘When did I ever turn down the idea of a little fun?’




FIVE


Here. Laura’s text means she’s at the villa now and the tightness in Angela’s chest fades. She’s in good hands. Frank – Karl had known what he was doing way back when. Angela had protested a little at his choice of godparent. Not much, but enough. ‘I know he’s not family,’ Karl had said, ‘but trust me, Lala, he’s as good as.’ He’d always called her Lala. Right from the very beginning. ‘Angela-la,’ he’d said, then shortened it to Lala and it had stuck.


It was dusk on a drizzling night a few weeks before Christmas of 1988 when they’d first met. Karl had been walking back to his canal-side bedsit, having spent the day installing a crystal chandelier in Frank’s drawing room when he’d spotted her. Over the years, he’d recounted the story over and again to the kids; it became a bedtime favourite. He’d describe how he’d seen her, standing under a frilled black umbrella, looking through the tinsel-bordered window of an electrical shop on Camden Street. ‘Something about the stillness of her among the bustling, frenzied shoppers made me stop,’ he’d tell them. ‘That and the way she was dressed: purple velvet coat, laced leather ankle boots, the black corkscrew strands of her hair licking her cheeks. Like she’d come from another century.’


He’d pressed his damp sleeve against hers, breathed in the air she’d breathed out and boldly planted a soft kiss on her chilly pink cheek. She’d turned, smiling, offered him her elbow and they’d walked slowly through the crowds, dodging puddles reflecting the Christmas lights that were strung across the street. Karl had taken charge of the umbrella and, at Kelly’s Corner, asked if she’d like to go for a drink. They’d found a place – dark oak walls hung with shiny brasses, a smoky log fire burning in the snug – and sipped hot whiskey while they shared their stories. Angela worked in an art-supplies shop on Camden Street back then. She lived with her family – mother Rita, father Pat, brother Brian – in a bungalow off the Dundrum road. She’d considered becoming a nurse, she’d told Karl, but had changed her mind when she realised the training hospital was run by nuns – she’d already had her fill of them at school.
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