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For Dad, who read every book, just because I’d written them









Christmas Day


THE COLD WOKE HER. THE DUVET HAD SLIPPED OFF her shoulders: she must have been tossing about. She pulled it up and lay still, eyes closed, deepening her breathing as she tried to coax her body back to sleep, but thoughts insisted on sidling in. Thirty-five mornings since she’d woken beside him, her brain keeping stubborn count. Thirty-five days since they’d last spoken, last touched. It felt like a decade.


She listened for rain, and didn’t hear it. No sound at all: birds still tucked into nests, her housemates still slumbering. She fumbled for her watch on the bedside locker and peered at it, blinking until its fluorescent hands came into focus. Not yet seven, a while to go till daylight. She thought of little children all around the country who were already wide awake, rushing upstairs to show the presents that Santa had left under the tree.


She wondered if Pip had woken yet. She imagined him snuffling his way into consciousness, eyes cloudy, cheeks rosy from sleep, mouth open as if in astonishment, every single morning, at this remarkable turn of events. How often she’d stood by his cot observing just this, and marvelling at the miracle of him.


Her limbs were heavy with tiredness, and still sleep remained stubbornly elusive. Eventually she gave up and pushed aside the duvet, and padded wearily to the window to pull at one of the curtains, allowing light from a streetlamp to slide in. She dressed in the chilly gloom, having showered the night before so she wouldn’t disturb the others with early morning water rushing through pipes. In the kitchen she made coffee and toasted wholegrain bread and spread it with passion fruit curd. A new recipe, too sweet: she wouldn’t make it again.


She stood at the sink, toast in hand, regarding her image in the dark window above. It wasn’t inspiring. Hair whose curls wouldn’t be tamed, face hollowed with shadows from too much sadness and too little sleep. A mouth that had forgotten how to smile.


She ate without tasting, breakfast a chore needing to be got out of the way. She thought of the navy jacket lined with soft grey fleece she’d found back in October, a Christmas gift for Bill. She remembered patting herself on the back for being so organised – and now it sat, still in its shop bag, still with its tags attached, on a shelf in her room.


After washing up she tipped kibble into Barney’s bowl and refilled his water dish. She opened the back door and stepped into the darkness, wrapping arms around herself as she breathed in the cold air, willing it to clear the sludge of sleep that persisted. Her exhalations were clouds that drifted and vanished, and she thought, So this is Christmas, and immediately the notes of the song she hadn’t been conjuring up began to play in her head.


She heard a rustle in the bushes and out padded Barney, ready for his breakfast. She followed him into the house, closing the door behind them. She leant against the worktop and listened to his hungry crunching, envying the simple life he lived. All he asked for was food when it was needed, a space to ramble and hunt, and a safe place to sleep. ‘You’re lucky,’ she told him, but he wasn’t listening.


No stir from upstairs, which she hoped meant that her brother Daniel and his partner Nora were still asleep: Nora had been having trouble sleeping lately. Emily set the table for them, putting out the grapefruit marmalade with cardamom that Daniel liked, and the brown sugar that Nora added to her cereal.


Barney finished eating and leapt onto a chair and began to wash himself. Emily spooned filter coffee into the machine but didn’t switch it on. She tiptoed back upstairs and collected the bag she’d filled last evening – clothes for later, shoes, make-up, scent – and brought it downstairs.


She tore a page from the phone pad and wrote Happy Christmas! I woke early so I’m going to the restaurant to get a head start. Hope to see you later. She signed it E xx and propped it against a cup on the kitchen table.


Would they come? She’d have to wait and see. Much as she loved her brother, and much as Nora was becoming like the sister she’d never had, she was relieved not to meet them this morning, glad that she didn’t have to paint on a smile and pretend she was happy it was Christmas.


The truth was, she regretted her impulse to host today’s dinner at The Food of Love, the restaurant she’d opened more than four years ago. The truth was, she was not at all sure she could muster up the good humour that would be needed to play hostess to however many of her invitees showed up.


Three of them would be missing for sure, another two were uncertain, and as for Heather and her gang – well, that was anyone’s guess. Was Heather even her friend any more? See you tomorrow, Emily had texted the night before, and no response had arrived.


Last year Heather had invited her and Bill and Pip to Christmas morning brunch at the house she shared with partner Shane and their blended family: his two sons, her daughter, and the child they’d made together. They’d eaten Nutella pancakes – a special request from the younger diners – and cocktail sausages, and little triangles of Shane’s homemade pizza. The adults had made their way through the bottle of Moët that Heather had produced, and the cat under the table had feasted on the various spillages, and there had been lots of laughter and much joy.


She hated what had happened between her and Heather, but right now she didn’t have the energy to try and fix it.


On her way out she paused at the open sitting-room door and looked in at the tree she and Daniel had decorated last week with some of the same baubles they’d hung as children. Christmas trees, she thought, always looked so disappointing in the daylight. Trying hard to enchant, but unremarkable without their twinkle. Like stars, only coming to life at night.


She took in the small heap of packages under the tree, some having arrived from her parents in Portugal in the past week or so, others added by Daniel and Nora, more by Emily herself. She’d open hers later, when her day was done.


She walked to the restaurant because she had time, and because it would be early enough when she was making her way home again, with dinner scheduled for three thirty. Besides, even muggers took Christmas Day off, didn’t they? And no rowdy streets, with the pubs closed.


By this time the streetlights had winked off, and the sky was streaked with purple and yellow and grey. A couple passed her, walking a small white dog. The woman wore a beautiful red coat. ‘Happy Christmas,’ she said, and Emily repeated it. A car drove by, and another. Two little children, boy, girl, both swaddled in puffy jackets, pedalled shiny new tricycles along the path, accompanied by a man who trotted to keep up. Emily stepped aside to let them pass: he gave her a smile full of weary gratitude.


She halted outside a church, still three blocks from the restaurant. Without having planned it she climbed the wide stone steps and pushed open the heavy door. The air inside was still and frigid, thick with incense and wax polish. She made her way up a side aisle and slipped a coin into a brass slot and lit a candle. She knelt in front of the crib, where a plaster baby had been added the evening before.


No words came to her.


Holland Street, where the restaurant was located, was quiet. Emily knew all the occupants of the homes that were slotted between the businesses. No young children left in them, no need for anyone to be out of bed this morning. She glanced up and saw curtains closed in the windows of the apartment above the restaurant, her tenants still asleep too. She hoped she wouldn’t wake them, working underneath.


She unlocked the front door and went through to the kitchen. She stowed her bag on a shelf and changed into her indoor shoes and pulled a clean apron from the pile. She lit the larger oven and took the turkey and stuffing from the fridge. She pulled open a long drawer in the dresser and lifted out the heavy white linen cloth she kept for special occasions, along with a rolled-up runner. With a pang, she realised that the last time she’d used the tablecloth was in April, when she’d hosted a meal for Astrid’s family and friends after the funeral.


And this day last year, after the champagne brunch at Heather and Shane’s, she and Bill had been preparing Christmas dinner together in Bill’s house, and Astrid had attended as their guest. How different, how much sadder, this Christmas Day would be.


She shook out the cloth over the big oval table in the dining room, allowing it to billow and settle before moving it first one way then the other to centre it. Next, she unfurled the dark red runner, eighteen inches wide, and again she fussed and tweaked, coaxing it in both directions until it was perfectly situated.


In the centre of the table she set a heavy squat glass vase that held sprigs of berried holly and trailing ivy she’d gathered from the garden yesterday. She positioned a pair of long white candles in dark green holders on either side of the vase. She scattered little silver coloured stars along the runner, allowing a few to spill onto the white cloth.


One by one she set out the slate tablemats she’d picked up in an end of summer sale. She would lay the table for the twelve diners she’d anticipated – any fewer would look too spaced out. She’d seat her guests next to one another as they arrived, and leave the empty places together at one end.


As she moved about, polishing cutlery before placing it precisely, she heard bells begin to sound a recurring series of descending chimes from the church she’d visited on her way. They always seemed extra joyous to her on Christmas morning, pealing out their good news to anyone who cared to listen: He’s born! He’s born! Come and see! Come and see!


She collected side plates from the kitchen dresser and put them out. She worked slowly, taking her time. Three o’clock, she’d told everyone, to ensure that the last of them would have arrived by half past, when the turkey would be resting, and her selection of starters – salmon blinis, twisty cheese straws, melon and prosciutto, figs wrapped in bacon – plated up and ready to serve.


She returned to the kitchen and oiled and seasoned the turkey. She stuffed the breast cavity, slid the bird into the hot oven and set the timer for the first basting. She took red wine from the cool larder to bring it to room temperature.


She put glasses on a large tray and transported them carefully to the dining room. When every place setting had been furnished with the requisite glassware she went out to the corridor and studied the two high chairs under the stairs, kept for the rare occasions they were required. People didn’t generally bring children to The Food of Love. Both should have been pressed into service for today’s dinner, but now she wasn’t sure that either would be needed. She left them where they were.


As she was placing crackers on plates, her phone rang. She saw her mother’s name.


‘Hi, Dol.’ They’d never been Mum and Dad: she and Daniel had always called them by their first names, Dol for Dolores, and Patrick.


‘Emily – just calling to wish you happy Christmas. Thank you for the patio rug, clever of you to order it online.’


‘Easier than trying to post from Ireland. I haven’t opened your presents yet, saving them for later.’


They’d lived in Portugal for the last ten years, decamping when Daniel was nineteen and Emily twenty-two. They saw their children roughly three times in the year: it suited everyone. Daniel still lived in the family home, and the furthest Emily had moved from it was to the apartment above the restaurant, just under a mile away. Brother and sister had always been close, more so when their parents had emigrated.


And for the past thirty-five days they’d been living under the same roof again, after Emily had left Bill’s house.


‘What’s the weather like?’ she asked her mother.


‘Not bad at all – mild and wet, occasionally sunny. We went for a dip yesterday – the locals think we’re crazy. Are you getting ready for your big dinner?’


‘I am. I’m at the restaurant now.’


‘Well, I hope you enjoy it. Here’s your father.’


Patrick came on, and they exchanged Christmas greetings, and he told her that he and Dol had bought each other shares in a racehorse for Christmas. ‘Between us,’ he said, ‘we own about two and a half legs and a tail. How are you getting on?’


‘Fine,’ she said, knowing that was what he wanted to hear. ‘Doing OK.’


‘That’s good. You might come out to us once Christmas is over, take a few days off?’


‘Oh … I might. I’ll have a look at the January flights.’


A change of scene – why not? Dol and Patrick had bought a two-bed apartment that overlooked a pool, with the sea in the distance. It would do her good to hang up her apron and inhale some salty air, and feel what bit of sun there was on her skin. January was generally quiet in the restaurant, and Bernice, who stood in when Emily needed time off, might be glad of a week’s work. She’d have a think about that.


After hanging up she put her phone on the windowsill and set out the last of the crackers. She positioned salt and pepper cellars, and glass dishes of mustard and cranberry sauce, with gravy and bread sauce to follow later. She placed trivets for the hot dishes.


Finally she stood back and surveyed the table. It looked good, festive and welcoming. She would make a supreme effort. She would smile and chatter and attend to her guests’ needs, and hopefully she would pull it off.


Her phone rang again. She picked it up and saw a name that caused an almost painful lurch in her chest. The screen wobbled and blurred; she lifted the end of her apron and blotted her eyes.


The phone rang on and on until finally it stopped.









THE PREVIOUS SEPTEMBER









Emily


‘I DO BEG YOUR PARDON,’ THE MAN SAID, HURRYING into the little waiting room, maroon file wedged under an arm as he fastened the buttons on his navy suit jacket. Dark grey hair stood bristle-stiff on his head. His cheeks were threaded with red, his eyes between brown and green. Double chin. He looked to be around Bill’s age, Emily thought. Early fifties, or maybe a little beyond.


‘My last meeting ran on,’ he said. ‘I hope you helped yourselves to coffee.’


‘We did,’ Heather told him, raising her paper cup in evidence. ‘We couldn’t find the doughnuts, though.’


‘Ha!’ A short bark of a laugh. His teeth were even and large, and more creamy than white. ‘Sorry about that, must do better! Duly noted, Ms …?’


‘Taylor. Heather Taylor.’ She introduced Bill and Emily. Handshakes were exchanged: his was enthusiastic. He thanked them for coming and told them he was Derek O’Sullivan, and he was at their service. ‘Do call me Derek. Come this way, if you please. Bring your coffees.’


He led them down a corridor into a larger room that housed a long, polished table of dark wood around which a dozen or so padded chairs were ranged, and a rolled-up projector screen on its stand in a corner. Shelves were set into the far wall, which held an array of files and books. A white mug sat on a windowsill beneath one of the four sash windows. Emily smelt coconut, or imagined she did.


‘Sit, please sit.’ The solicitor undid the buttons he’d just closed and walked around the table to take a chair across from them with his back to the windows. His tie, grey like his hair, had a small whitish mark on it in the shape of a tiny crescent moon. He set down his file.


‘Might we have a window open?’ Emily enquired. ‘It’s so warm.’


He leapt immediately to his feet. ‘Of course, of course – extremely warm today indeed. Indian summer, for sure.’ He pushed up two of the windows before resuming his seat and opening the file.


‘Now,’ turning pages, ‘as I mentioned in my letters to you’ – glancing up, his gaze swivelling among them – ‘I’ve called you here in relation to the will of the late Mrs Astrid Carmody.’


The late Mrs Astrid Carmody. The words caused a pang. Five months after her death, Emily could still forget she was gone – maybe because it had occurred so swiftly, so out of the blue. The last time they’d spoken she’d been her usual bright self, climbing carefully into the waiting taxi outside The Food of Love, having just eaten Sunday lunch there. See you on Tuesday, she’d said – the day they always brought Pip to see her – as Emily had tucked in the trailing end of her scarf and closed the door, but Tuesday hadn’t happened.


I tried to wake her, the taxi driver had said, reappearing at the restaurant half an hour later, as Emily was clearing up. Scrubbing at his hair with a trembling hand, fighting tears. I – thought she’d just fallen asleep, so I – I called her, I tried for a bit, I shook her by the shoulder, just a little shake, but I couldn’t get her to wake up, so I brought her to the hospital.


The words had stuttered out of him, his voice wavering, threatening to break. I thought I should come back and tell you – I thought you’d want to know. She’s there now, I can bring you, I can wait till you’re ready – but by the time they reached the hospital, Astrid had been officially declared dead.


Are you family? Emily was asked, and when she’d said no, but a close friend, she’d been shown into the anteroom where Astrid’s trolley had been wheeled, and the hand that Emily touched was still warm. A peaceful death; what everyone hoped for.


She’d made it to her ninety-fifth year, a long life – and happy for the most part, Emily thought. Born Astrid Finklebaum, her family had got out of Austria just before the Second World War, coming to Ireland and making a home here. She’d married an Irishman, a farmer, who was long dead by the time she’d happened on The Food of Love one lunchtime, aged ninety-one. They may not have known her for a long time, but the four of them had been close.


‘Emily.’


Bill’s quiet voice brought her back. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I was just … remembering.’


The solicitor regarded her sympathetically. ‘I was only saying that Mrs Carmody had a great regard for the three of you. Her best friends, she told me. A great regard altogether.’


‘We were fond of her,’ Bill agreed. Forty-four years between him and Astrid but they’d bridged that gap easily, never stuck for conversation anytime they found themselves at the restaurant table together. Emily wondered suddenly what the solicitor made of herself and Bill, knowing them to be living at the same address, but with an obvious age gap there too. Let him think what he liked: they were happy, and Pip was the icing on their cake.


‘Astrid was a sweetheart,’ Heather put in. ‘I cleaned her windows every two weeks. They didn’t need doing that often, but I guess she thought I could use the cash.’


She certainly hadn’t needed it. My folks both came from money, she’d confided to Emily, once their friendship had become grounded enough for confidences. It makes things easier for sure, but I don’t believe it ever brings happiness. She never talked much about her childhood, but Emily gathered that happiness hadn’t featured largely in it, despite the wealth.


The solicitor glanced down at his document. ‘Well, in the first instance, Mrs Carmody wanted her house left to Master Philip Geraghty, whom I understand to be your grandson, Mr Geraghty.’


Utter silence followed. They looked at one another, and then back at the solicitor.


‘Her house?’ Heather.


‘Pip?’ Emily, at precisely the same moment. ‘She left it to Pip? Are you sure?’


‘Assuming by Pip you are referring to Master Philip Geraghty—’


‘Yes, Philip.’


‘In that case, I am very sure. Mrs Carmody was quite definite on that point. I realise that the child is young – this will was written at the end of last year, and as I recall he was still under a year old at the time, so now he must be …?’ Looking questioningly at Bill.


‘He’s a year and four months,’ Emily said, when Bill made no response. She could see him still trying to take it in, trying to assess what it would mean for Pip. ‘He won’t be two till next May.’


‘Yes, thank you – so because he’s so young, it was Mrs Carmody’s wish that you three, her very good friends, would look after the house until Philip reaches the age of twenty-one. She instructed me, assuming you were all willing, to set up a trust, which would authorise you to act as caretakers of the house.’


More silence as they digested the news. Of course Emily was pleased for Pip – what a difference it would make to his life, to have been gifted Astrid’s lovely little cottage – but whatever way you looked at it, it was hard to explain, given the history between Astrid and Pip’s mother Christine. What could she have been thinking?


‘OK,’ Heather said, shifting a little on her chair, placing her palms on the polished table. ‘OK. Let me get this straight. Astrid, Mrs Carmody, has left her house to Pip, and she wants us to keep it safe for him until he grows up.’


‘Exactly. They were precisely her wishes.’


‘She wants us to look after her house for the next twenty years.’


‘Well, not quite—’


‘For the next nineteen years and eight months.’


‘Er, yes. That’s correct.’


‘Wow,’ Heather said. ‘I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m OK with it, it’s just … surprising, that’s all.’


Surprising for sure, Emily thought – but maybe after all it wasn’t so inexplicable. Astrid had left her house to Pip, not to Christine. She’d doted on the child from the first time Emily and Bill had brought him around to see her as a tiny infant, a week or so after Christine had run away. She’d knitted little blankets and cardigans for him in her tight, careful stitches. Maybe they should have expected exactly this from her, making generous provision for a boy whose mother had run out on him.


‘As regards financial considerations,’ the solicitor went on, ‘the gift of the house to Philip will unfortunately incur capital acquisition tax – quite a lot, in fact, as there’s no family connection between Mrs Carmody and her heir. However, as this tax will not become payable until Philip comes into possession of the property, it may be offset in the meantime through rental income, so I would strongly advise you to consider such a course of action.’


‘You’re saying we should let the cottage,’ Emily said.


‘Yes. You would advertise the property in the usual way and secure a tenant, or tenants. Mrs Carmody set aside some monies to cover expenses along the way, running repairs, the aforementioned advertisement, et cetera. She was most anxious that you would not be out of pocket.’


It all sounded so organised. Again, typical of Astrid. Emily found herself wondering who’d been in line to inherit the property before Pip had come along, Astrid and her husband never having had children. Her nephew, most likely – or, rather, her husband’s nephew. He and his wife had visited Astrid occasionally, bringing fresh duck eggs from their farm, and whatever vegetables were in season at the time.


Emily had met them both at the funeral. Astrid told us about your restaurant, the wife had said to Emily, and how much she enjoyed calling in. Had the husband expected the little house to pass to him though? Would he resent the fact that Astrid had decided to make a boy with no family connection her heir instead? She hoped not.


‘You’ll maybe want to have a think,’ the solicitor said. ‘You’ll need time to decide if you’re happy to take on the business of looking after the house.’ He made it more of a question than a statement, and they told him no time needed, no thinking required.


‘Right. Right, that’s good. I’ll set the wheels in motion for the trust then.’ He turned more pages in the file. ‘Now, in a separate clause, Mrs Carmody has bequeathed the sum of one thousand euros to each of you. Once probate has been sorted I can arrange payment by whatever method you each prefer.’


Her parting gift to them, as giving in death as she’d been in life. No money worries, she’d told Emily once, well provided for by her husband’s careful investments, and by the sale of their home after his death, the little house she’d replaced it with costing far less. She hadn’t needed much to live on, her only extravagances, if you could call them that, the lunches she’d eaten every few days in The Food of Love, and Markus, the Polish gardener, who’d taken over when outdoor work had got too much for her.


And of course her fortnightly window cleaner, whom she’d insisted on paying.


The solicitor turned pages, came to the one he wanted. ‘Mr Geraghty,’ he said to Bill, a quieter, more cautious note entering his voice, ‘there’s one more matter to discuss, and since it is … of a delicate nature, you may prefer we do it in private.’


‘Delicate?’


A polite little cough. ‘It concerns your daughter, Christine Geraghty. Mother of Master Philip.’


Emily saw the tightening in him, the new wariness at the mention of her name. It always caused this change in him, this tensing up while he waited for what followed, and it usually wasn’t good. But this was different, wasn’t it? A reference to Christine in a will couldn’t be bad, could it?


Bill evidently thought the same. ‘You can say whatever you have to say here.’


‘Very well.’ He dipped his head and read: ‘I bequeath to Christine Geraghty my pearl necklace, to be held for her by her father Bill until she is in a position to claim it.’


For the second time that morning Emily was astounded. Astrid had left her precious necklace to the very person who’d stolen it from her two years ago. Never mind that Christine had subsequently returned it after Bill, suspecting that she’d been behind the theft, had tracked her down and confronted her angrily – this gesture of Astrid’s made no sense at all.


The solicitor spoke again in the same soft tone. ‘I was led to understand that Miss Geraghty’s whereabouts were unknown at the time of Mrs Carmody making this will. Perhaps that has changed now.’


Bill shook his head wordlessly, and Emily wanted to weep. No change, his daughter’s whereabouts still unknown. No contact at all with her father in almost a year and a half, and still he checked the landline’s answering machine each time he got home. How could she continue to hurt him like this, when he had done nothing in the world to deserve it?


Christine was twenty-seven, a young woman with potentially so much life left – but having succumbed to drugs aged just sixteen she was sabotaging it as fast as she could. A period of sobriety following a stint in rehab hadn’t lasted beyond the pregnancy that had been uncovered there – no man ever named as the father – and there was no way of knowing where she was now, or how she was living.


Still in Ireland, more than likely: following her departure from the house, Bill had found her passport in a dressing table drawer. When a week had gone by with no account of her he’d reported her as a missing person, which meant she was on a list somewhere, so if and when anything happened to her, the news would find its way back to him. Ireland was too small for the remains of any of its citizens, regardless of circumstance, to stay unidentified for long.


‘I’ll take it,’ Bill said. ‘The necklace. I’ll look after it for her.’


‘Thank you, Mr Geraghty. I’ll let you know when it becomes available to claim.’


The meeting drew to a close. The solicitor walked them to the lift and shook hands with each of them, and bade them good day. ‘I’ll be in touch,’ he promised.


As the lift doors slid closed they looked at one another.


‘Unexpected,’ Bill said, pulling out his car keys.


‘Which bit?’ Heather asked.


‘All of it.’


Emily hitched her bag onto her shoulder as they reached the ground floor. ‘Good for Pip.’


‘It is,’ Bill replied.


She waited for him to add some comment about Christine, but he didn’t. She wondered if his daughter would ever get to claim her inheritance, or even be made aware of it. She thought it unlikely.


On the path outside, Heather checked her phone. ‘I have forty-five minutes of freedom left. Who’s got time for a coffee?’


Bill shook his head. ‘I should get back to work.’


‘I have time,’ Emily said, fishing sunglasses from her bag. ‘Mrs Twomey said no rush picking up Pip,’ so they waved off Bill and walked in the sunshine to a café up the street that was owned by a pair of cheery Latvian brothers.


The door was propped open with a chair. ‘Hello, darlings!’ one of the brothers exclaimed as they entered. Dark haired, brown eyed, bearded, loading plates with a practised hand onto a tray. ‘You find a table, I send the waiter, OK?’ Their running joke, referring to each other as the waiter.


They sat by the wall, all the window tables being taken. Despite the open door, the air was laden with heat. After they’d ordered two iced coffees and one almond pastry, Heather planted her elbows on the table and regarded Emily.


‘Will you say it or will I?’


‘Christine?’


‘Damn right Christine. She gets the family pearls? What the hell is that about? What was Astrid thinking?’


‘Maybe she wanted to let her know she was forgiven.’


‘But that’s just it – she won’t know. She’ll never find out.’


‘You think she’ll never show up?’


‘You think she will?’ Heather countered.


Emily shook her head. ‘Bill still lives in hope.’


‘Of course he does. Will he try to find her again now?’


‘I’d say so.’ Astrid had just given him an excuse to renew his search, not that he needed one. More ads in the paper.


‘I guess Pip will end up with the necklace as well as the house. That’s a bit weird too, right? Leaving the house to Pip.’


‘Well, it’s certainly unexpected.’


‘And not a mention of my girls.’


Emily looked at her. Heather stared back. ‘What? It would have been nice if they’d been remembered, that’s all. Even if she’d just left them a trinket or whatever. Nothing valuable, just something to show they hadn’t been forgotten.’


She was hurt. Emily could understand it. Heather had brought the girls regularly to the cottage; Astrid would have known them almost as well as she’d known Pip. ‘I suppose she thought Pip was the more deserving.’


‘Well, sure.’ But they both knew that wasn’t the point.


Their order arrived, the iced coffees in tall glasses. Emily watched Heather dividing the pastry in two. ‘I wonder if there are any of Astrid’s relatives left in Austria – distant cousins, maybe. I know she never spoke of any, but it might have been hard to track people down after the war.’


Heather placed Emily’s half on a napkin and slid it across the table. She licked her fingers and wrapped her hands around her glass. ‘I guess I need to tell you about Astrid,’ she said.


Emily bit into the pastry. ‘What about her?’


‘She didn’t leave Austria before the war, like she told us. None of her family did.’


Emily shook her head. ‘No, you’re wrong. She said they had friends in Ireland, remember? That was why they came here.’


‘They didn’t,’ Heather replied. ‘They didn’t leave. They were going to, they’d planned it, but they were rounded up before they had a chance.’


‘No, that’s definitely not right. I remember distinctly—’


‘Emily.’ Quietly, but with a note in it that made Emily stop. ‘Astrid told me herself. It was about a month before she died. We were in her house, I’d cleaned the windows and we were having tea afterwards. I don’t remember how it came up, but I asked her the same question you asked just now, about possible family left in Austria, and … she told me everything.’


The little café was too hot. Emily’s chest felt tight. She breathed in, breathed out. ‘I don’t believe it. I don’t believe she lied to us. Astrid wouldn’t lie.’


‘Hey, don’t look on it like that. The truth was too hard for her, that was all. Or maybe she didn’t want to burden us with it. Maybe she saw it as a kindness, not telling us.’


‘Everything OK, ladies?’


One of the brothers had returned. They looked wordlessly at him until Heather said, ‘Yup, fine, thanks.’


When he’d gone, Emily pushed aside the rest of her pastry. ‘So tell me.’


‘You sure you want to know?’


She wasn’t sure, not at all, but she said yes, so Heather told her. In the overheated café that smelt of coffee and cinnamon, Emily learnt of a young girl coming home from an after-school dance class to find her entire family – parents, brother, grandfather – gone from the apartment where they lived. She learnt of a terrified wait, alone in the apartment, until darkness fell, and then a panicked rush to the home of a near stranger, and the long, frightening years of hiding that had followed.


She sipped the cold coffee. She touched the glass to her hot cheeks in turn. ‘And – did they survive, her family? Did she find them after the war?’ But she knew the answer, didn’t she? She didn’t have to wait for Heather’s silent shake of her head. ‘All of them gone? Everyone?’


‘Everyone. The apartment too, bombed by the Allies. There was nothing left for her, no photos, not a thing – apart from the string of pearls that she’d thought to take with her before she left. It had been passed down through the females in the family for generations.’


‘Yes …’ Emily remembered hearing the story of the necklace, after it had been stolen and returned. At least one thing was true. How precious the necklace must have been, quite apart from its monetary value – doubly precious after the loss of her family. How Astrid must have treasured it, her only keepsake.


And now it belonged to Christine. Emily felt a surge of anger that she tried to quash. She couldn’t be angry, not when it was what Astrid had wanted to do. She must respect it, unpalatable as it was.


Horrible to think of the young Astrid living through that nightmare. Incredible for her to have emerged as the generous, positive person they’d known, despite those experiences. For one who had every reason to be bitter and cynical about the ways of the world, she’d been neither.


‘Had she no other relatives at all?’


‘None. Her father’s brother, who would have been her only uncle, died young in a skiing accident. No aunts on either side. Her three other grandparents were gone before the war – I think she said her father’s parents died of the Spanish flu.’


Shocking that she’d kept all this trauma, all this sadness to herself. Why hadn’t she confided in them, the people she’d claimed as her best friends? Wasn’t that what friends were for?


But she had told someone. She’d told Heather. ‘So what did she do then?’


‘She got some kind of secretarial qualification and left Austria. She moved to England, worked in a typing pool in London. It was there she met her husband.’


‘But … wasn’t he an Irish farmer? How could she have met him in London?’ Emily had a sense of it all sliding away, a crumbling of everything she’d believed to be true about Astrid.


‘He wasn’t farming then. He’d joined the British Army at the start of the war. He was in the process of being demobbed when they met. He brought her to Ireland and took over the family farm then.’


So much to process, so much mental reshuffling to do. Emily pushed back her chair, feeling unsettled by the account. ‘I’d better collect Pip.’ She needed to hold him, to nuzzle into his soft warmth, to take comfort from the innocence of him. He might be Christine’s son, but he was also Bill’s grandchild, and he was happy and sweet-natured, and Emily loved him every bit as much as she loved Bill.


‘I’ll ring you,’ she told Heather, ‘in the next few days. We must get together and sort out what we’ll do with Astrid’s house.’ It might be best, she thought, not to say anything to Bill about this revelation, this true account of Astrid’s history. What was the point in telling him? The truth would only bring him sadness. She wished Heather hadn’t told her either.


To distract herself on the way home she tried to think what she and Bill should do with the money Astrid had left them. Nothing sensible: frivolity was called for here. Astrid would have wanted them to have fun with it.


That evening she asked Bill if he’d fancy spending it on a holiday. ‘We could do with a break. I wouldn’t mind Scotland – I’d love to see Loch Lomond. We could rent a place for a week, do a bit of walking.’


They were washing up after dinner. Bill wiped a plate and returned it to its shelf. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘I was thinking of using mine to have another go at tracking down Christine. I could try more ads first, and if nothing came of them I might hire someone.’


Hire someone. He’d pay a private detective to find a woman who didn’t want to be found. Emily lifted cutlery from the water and dropped it into the holder on the draining board. ‘OK,’ she said, ‘it was just an idea.’


‘Emily—’


‘Really, it doesn’t matter. You must do what you feel is best.’ She pulled out the plug and let the water swirl away. She peeled off her rubber gloves.


‘I know you think it’s a waste of time,’ he said, picking up another plate.


She shook her head, unable to put a denial into words in case he heard the insincerity of it. ‘I hate to see you disappointed, that’s all.’


She couldn’t bear the thought of him wasting his money on a wild goose chase. Could he not see that even if Christine was found she’d simply take the necklace and sell it, or trade it for more of the poison she was putting into her, and disappear again? Was he so blinded by fatherly love that he honestly thought a necklace would bring her back to him and make everything right?


Then again, wouldn’t Emily feel the same if Pip was missing now instead of Christine? Since she’d moved in with Bill to help him raise his tiny grandchild, Pip had snuggled naturally into Emily’s heart, and it had been a perfect fit for him. Wouldn’t she move heaven and earth to find him if the unthinkable happened and he went missing? How could she object to Bill wanting to do the same for his child?


‘Of course you must try to find her,’ she said. ‘We’ll go to Scotland another time.’ They’d go, she thought, when no trace of Christine was found, when Bill finally gave up the search again. A holiday would be needed then.


The following day, as she was cleaning up after the lunchtime session at the restaurant the doorbell rang, and she left the kitchen to answer it.


‘Right on time,’ she said to the couple waiting outside.









Lil


SHE STEPPED BACK TO LET THEM IN. SHE LOOKED older than Lil, thirty or so. Curly-haired too, but hers was shorter, and shot through with coppery lights that Lil immediately envied. A cream apron covered her clothes, a long affair that went right to her calves. She wore flat shoes the colour of primroses that looked soft and comfortable.


‘I’m Emily,’ she said, ‘and you must be Tom and Lil,’ and they shook her hand and agreed that they were. The corridor they stood in smelt savoury – onions, garlic, spices. Lil hoped their new accommodation wouldn’t smell like that all the time. A staircase hugged the left wall directly in front of them. Wallpaper, trailing pink roses and leaves in shades of green, ran up along that wall: the rest of the hall was painted white.


‘We’re interrupting you,’ Lil said. ‘You’re working,’ even though the time had been agreed in advance – and Emily, reaching behind to untie her apron, said no, no, lunch was over. ‘I’m free till we start dinner prep, about half four. Let me show you the garden before I bring you upstairs.’


She draped the apron over the banister – sleeveless yellow top, pale blue cropped trousers – and led them along the corridor. ‘Restaurant kitchen through there,’ she said, indicating a door on the right, ‘leading to the dining room at the front.’ She opened the back door and they stepped out onto a paved area with a small cast iron table and two chairs on it, and various pots with flowers. Herbs grew in a raised bed below the kitchen window – Lil recognised parsley and mint, coriander and sage.


Beyond the patio a clothesline strung between poles held two large squares of white that moved gently in the breeze, and several smaller squares, also white. Sheets and handkerchiefs? But then she remembered the restaurant, and decided they must be tablecloths and napkins. Further down the garden was a wooden shed painted dark green, with one window. Between line and shed there was a patch of lawn, and at the end of the lawn an assortment of shrubs.


Walls, four foot high or so, bordered the garden on each side. An end wall, slightly higher, had an iron gate set in it, reminding Lil of the gate at the bottom of the long garden behind her family home in Fairweather that led out to the cliff path. The restored cliff path, after a vicious summer storm last year had caused a chunk of it to tumble into the sea, along with the little community library Gran had set up at the bottom of the adjoining garden.


Already she missed Fairweather, having left it just two hours before. She missed the Atlantic, the power of it, the sound and smell of it, the heart-stopping shock of the cold water when she would plunge in. She missed the feel of sand under her bare feet, the sharp tang of seaweed, the sweet scent of candyfloss drifting from the summer stalls on the prom.


Staying there wasn’t an option though, not after she’d decided to become a librarian, having cut her teeth in Gran’s. The problem was, Fairweather didn’t possess an official library, which was why Gran had stepped in. Moves were finally afoot to provide one, after the public outcry that had followed the loss of Gran’s, and Lil was reasonably sure she’d secure a job there once recruitment began, but in the meantime she’d looked for and found work in another library, as close to Fairweather as she could get. Not close enough to commute, but they were only living here until such time as the new library opened, and not a minute longer.


‘I’m giving you keys for the front and back doors,’ Emily was saying, ‘so you can come out here whenever you want. You’ll find more chairs and things in the shed – and please help yourselves to the herbs. Right, I’ll take you up and show you the apartment.’


It was small: that was Lil’s first thought. One double bedroom, not large, a bathroom, and a kitchen-cum-living-room. She’d never lived in a place so small. She’d never lived anywhere but the house where she’d grown up – and Gran’s house next door, where she’d fled after the accident. Her bedroom window in both houses had offered a view of the sea: here, their room overlooked a street that was filled with other buildings.


‘It’s lovely,’ she said, because even though it was small it was lovely. It was bright and clean and uncluttered, and the furnishings suited it. And it was her and Tom’s first place together, and they would turn it into a home. ‘Thank you for letting us live here.’ Tom had gone down to get the rest of their things from his Jeep, leaving the two women alone.


‘I hadn’t really planned on letting it,’ Emily admitted. ‘I should have. With places in such short supply these days, it did feel wrong to have it lying empty. I suppose I was a bit worried about putting strangers in – but when Judy told me her new library assistant needed a place to live, I couldn’t say no.’ She gazed about. ‘I loved living here. It belonged to my grandmother – she had a hat shop downstairs, years ago – and she left it to me in her will, so I decided to open a restaurant, and I moved in here.’


She didn’t say where she lived now, and Lil was too shy to ask. She thought it was a good omen that the apartment had been passed to Emily from her grandmother, given her own bond with hers.


‘You must drop in below for a meal,’ Emily continued. ‘Your first will be on the house.’


Lil thanked her and promised they would. ‘So are you from this town?’ she asked.


‘Yes, born and bred less than a mile away. And Judy tells me you’re from Fairweather.’


‘That’s right.’ Did she know about the accident? If she did, she gave no sign.


‘Well, best of luck with the job. I know Judy’s delighted to be getting an assistant. And Tom’s a Dubliner, by the sound of him.’


‘He is. He grew up in the city. We met when he came to live in Fairweather for a while.’


‘And what does he do?’


Lil shrugged off her jacket. Still so warm; an Indian summer they were having. ‘He’s a freelance web designer – he’s amazing on the computer – and he works as a handyman between commissions. He likes the balance.’


But Emily had stopped listening. ‘Is that an engagement ring?’


‘Oh … yes.’ She was aware of the familiar little heart swoop, the small flip of anxiety whenever she thought of the wedding. She offered her left hand to Emily, who gazed at the ring.


‘Congratulations, it’s beautiful. When are you getting married?’


‘Not till next June.’


‘Lovely. A summer wedding.’ She gave a laugh then that wasn’t really a laugh. ‘I nearly got married once, but it wasn’t to be. My groom got cold feet.’


‘Oh … I’m sorry.’ Lil was thrown, the remark landing so suddenly between them.


Emily shook her head. ‘No, it was a good thing, I had a lucky escape – and I’m with someone far better now. You were saying about Tom. He designs websites?’


‘Yes – and he does odd jobs too, in his spare time. He’s very handy.’


‘Is he? I can spread the word in the restaurant – a good handyman is always in demand.’


‘Oh, would you? Thanks so much. He’s got leaflets – he can print some out for you.’ And hopefully Judy would let her pin one on the library noticeboard too.


‘Absolutely,’ Judy said, the following morning. ‘That’s what it’s for. And bring in a bundle to put on the desk too, so people can take one when they’re checking out books. Now, you said in your interview that you’d done some storytelling in your grandmother’s library.’


‘Yes. My sister and I took it in turns every week.’ The pang she always felt at the reference to Hollie. Softer than before, time rubbing away the sharpness, but the pain still there.


Judy, like Emily, gave no sign that she was aware of Lil’s association with the Fairweather tragedy. Lil was relieved that people had moved on from it: she’d had enough pity and concern then to last several lifetimes.


‘So what about a fortnightly storytime here, every other Saturday? Would you be happy with that?’


‘I would, very happy.’


She loved telling stories to children, one of the few times she didn’t mind being the focus of attention. She was charmed by their enthusiasm and innocence. She loved drawing out the quieter ones, seeing herself in their timid smiles.


She wanted one of her own, more than one. She wanted to fill her old Fairweather home with the sound of children, to create new family memories there.


‘Good,’ Judy said. ‘That’s settled. Let’s begin on Saturday week, to give people plenty of notice. You might do up a little leaflet that we can display – time, date, age group, that sort of thing.’


‘OK.’ Tom would help.


‘So how did you find Emily’s apartment? Are you pleased?’


‘We are, it’s perfect, and she left us a sponge cake in the fridge.’


‘Ah, very kind. Poor Emily has had her troubles. I don’t know if she told you about being left at the altar on her wedding day.’


‘She mentioned it.’


‘She’s with an older man now. He’s the caretaker in the nursing home on Courthouse Street, a very courteous man. They have a baby – not theirs, his daughter’s, but they’re looking after it.’ She spoke of Christine and her addiction, and her abandonment of her little son. ‘She used to come to the library with her mother as a young girl, but the mother died when Christine was in her teens, and everything went wrong after that.’


Sounded like Emily had her hands full, with another woman’s child to raise and a restaurant to run – and now tenants in her apartment too.


‘Come on,’ Judy said, ‘let me show you around.’ She walked Lil through the library, pointing out the various areas. It felt familiar and different at the same time. Gran’s library had been on such a smaller scale, and not computerised at all, but Lil loved being back among books, in the hushed atmosphere that rooms full of them seemed to demand.


‘Take your time this morning,’ Judy said. ‘Get to know the place,’ so Lil wandered about, returning stray books to their rightful shelves, restoring order to the picture-book displays, stacking magazines and newspapers, and generally learning where everything lived. Occasionally Judy would call her to the desk to introduce her to a library member, and Lil tried to store the names in her head.


In the afternoon, as she took up her position behind the desk for the first time, she was approached by a bearded, fair-haired man in a navy uniform who told her he was Karl. ‘Dogsbody,’ he added gloomily. ‘Officially I’m security, but they have me carrying boxes and running errands and whatnot from morning till night. They’re lucky I’m so obliging.’


And Judy, overhearing from her little office behind the desk, called out that he was the lucky one to have a job. ‘Dogsbodies are ten a penny, I’ll have you know.’


‘Right, boss,’ he called back, and turned to give Lil a sudden grin. ‘I knew she’d have something to say to that,’ he whispered, and she realised he wasn’t gloomy at all.


Everyone was friendly. Everyone she met welcomed her to the town and wished her well in her new job. Lil felt she was going to enjoy it, for however long it lasted.


During a mid-afternoon break she checked Dublin train times and booked a return ticket for the following Thursday, her first day off, before she could change her mind.


She’d tell Tom she wanted to check out the shops for ideas for the wedding. He’d probably think she was crazy, with the day still so far away, but she knew he wouldn’t question it. Not that it was a lie exactly: she planned to do a bit of browsing after she’d taken care of what was really bringing her to the capital.


She was going to track down Tom’s father, George McLysaght, a man she’d never met. She hadn’t met him because he and Tom were estranged, or pretty much. His father phoned every week, and Tom picked up the call but said little – Lil would overhear, ‘Yes,’ and ‘Mm-hmm,’ and ‘OK,’ and not much else. He never spoke of the calls afterwards, and Lil had learnt to let them go.


She knew the reason for the estrangement. Tom had told her late into the night about eight months ago, just before he’d proposed. She’d known there was a story, a reason why she’d met his brother Joel, and Joel’s wife Sarah and their children, but not the widowed father he hardly ever mentioned. She’d held her tongue, content to trust that Tom would tell her when the time was right, and he had.


There are things about me, he’d said, that you should know – and then he’d spoken, haltingly, of Vivienne.


We met at Joel’s wedding – she’s a first cousin of Sarah’s. We went out for three years, we lived in London, and then we got engaged, but not long before the wedding … he’d paused here to let several seconds pass by, staring into the distance … I found her in bed with my father, in my father’s house.


More silence. Whatever Lil had been expecting, it wasn’t that.


I got out of there and went to a bar. I drank so much … I got into a fight, I don’t remember it, but I hit a man, and I ended up in jail. I lost my job, lost everything. It was a nightmare.


Lil had heard his pain beneath the words, his reluctance to revisit that time. She couldn’t imagine him hitting anyone. How shocking it must have felt, to be betrayed by both of them. Little wonder he’d been a broken man when he’d shown up in Fairweather, several months afterwards.


My father tried to visit me in jail, but I refused to see him. Now he phones and I answer, but that’s all. I’m telling you this because I want you to know. I don’t want secrets between us.


He’d asked then if she’d consider marrying him, and she’d said yes, and his father wasn’t mentioned again – but Lil had wanted to know more, so the next time she and Tom met Joel and Sarah, she waited until she and Sarah were out of earshot, and she asked for more.
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