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For Matt and Eileen.
I still think of you both every single day.




‘Sometimes your head is shouting so loudly,
you can’t hear what your heart is whispering.’

Anon
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Prologue



The woman looked out at Claire from a long-forgotten sunny afternoon. Her hair was the burnished copper of an expensive saucepan. She wore a man’s blue and white striped shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a white cheesecloth skirt. The hem was tucked up into the waistband to reveal her long pale legs. Her feet were bare. She was using an upturned tennis racket as a cricket bat, bending over it, grinning up through the curtain of her hair, waiting for the ball.


Claire looked a lot like the woman in the photograph. They both had the same almost translucent Irish skin. The same cinnamon-coloured hair. The same wide, dark green eyes. The same fair eyebrows and eyelashes. But the woman was a fraction taller and half a stone lighter. Her hair was straight and silky, not a tangle of curls. She didn’t have a small gap between her top front teeth or a blur of freckles across her nose and cheekbones. And there were other differences too – ones that a camera couldn’t capture. Claire’s life was going nowhere but the woman had everything to live for. And though they were both thirty-three, Maura would never make it to thirty-four. And that was Claire’s fault.





Part One






1



Mossy, Claire’s ancient Citroën 2CV, shuddered, backfired twice, then shot past a cyclist on the Ranelagh Road. Ray saw his outraged face in the wing mirror before it disappeared in a cartoon puff of blue exhaust fumes. Claire gripped the steering wheel. ‘Are you sure you didn’t have plans?’


‘Sure I’m sure.’ Till an hour ago, Ray had plans that included Liza, the blonde yoga teacher who was still asleep when Claire had finally given up texting him and climbed up the fire escape to tap on his window.


‘It’s an emergency,’ he had said, hurrying Liza back into her clothes. ‘My best friend. Death in the family.’ Which was true, though the death had happened twenty-seven years ago.


Mossy shot past a coach that was pulling away from a bus-stop. Ray’s foot pumped an imaginary brake pedal and something caught under his heel. It was a broken windscreen wiper, the rubber frayed, the spindly metal arm gritty with rust.


He picked up the other one. ‘BTW, these are supposed to be on the outside of the car.’


‘FYI, they were, until some gouger pulled them off last week. Why is Mossy such a magnet for delinquents?’


Ray didn’t know where to begin. The heat was activating his tequila hangover and Mossy’s BO, a gut-churning blend of petrol fumes and vegetative matter from the sagging soft top. He tried to roll down his window but the handle was stuck so he switched to breathing through his mouth.


Claire turned around and stared at him as if they were sitting on a sofa and not belted into a rusting metal death-trap hurtling through suburban Dublin. ‘You’re panting.’


‘I’m fine,’ he croaked.


‘Oh God,’ Claire looked back at the road and bit her lip. ‘I wish Nick wasn’t going to be there. I could handle this if it was just me and Dad.’


Her hair had that obstreperous look it always got when she was upset. Her narrow shoulders were hunched up so far they were practically touching her ears. Ray was glad he was here and not on the road with his mobile turning into a fiery little brick in his hand while he tried to talk her down off the ceiling. Birthdays were hard for Claire but he’d get her through this. No matter where he was, he always did.


They swung off the Milltown Road, clipping a kerb, and he watched the familiar, neat rows of the semi-d’s slip past. Hawthorn Crescent, Hawthorn Close, Hawthorn Lane. Nothing had changed.


There was the low wall by the bus-stop where he used to wait for Claire after school, and the narrow laneway that led across a football field to the railway tracks where they used to smoke. And there was Lennon’s corner shop where Ray had once been caught by Beaky Lennon sneaking a tin of beans he’d taken from his mother’s cupboard on to a shelf. Reverse shoplifting. Jesus, he hadn’t thought of that for years.


A couple of bikes were flung on the grass beneath the chestnut tree on the green in front of the row of shops, and two figures were starfished on the grass where he and Claire used to lie on hot summer days when there was nothing to do.


Nostalgia, sharp as a fish-hook, caught in his throat. Nearly twenty years had flashed past. How had that happened?


He flipped the sun visor down and peered into the speckled mirror. There were two faint lines running from the side of his nose to the corners of his mouth but he looked pretty good for someone who’d only had four hours’ sleep.


Claire pulled over and switched the engine off and they sat listening to a dog barking and the distant whine of a lawnmower. The sound of the suburbs, Ray thought. He looked across the road and there was his old house. He half expected to see his father’s Corolla in the drive but his folks had moved to Malaga fifteen years ago.


‘You could have warned me that there were Dora the Explorer curtains in my bedroom window.’ He glanced at Claire. Not even a smile. ‘You want me to come in with you?’


She shook her head and opened the door but stayed where she was, zipping her small gold locket back and forth on its chain and staring into her lap.


‘I’ve got a new one for you!’ Ray drummed on the dashboard with the broken wipers and sang the chorus of ‘Addicted to Love’, changing the words to ‘you’re a duck with a glove’.


‘Ha, ha,’ Claire said very quietly.


‘That’s got to be worth three “ha”s.’


‘Ha!’ she whispered.


Claire closed the front door and let the atmosphere of the house settle round her. The trailing ivy on the porch had swallowed up all the June sunshine and the narrow hall was murky. She always felt sorry for the house – it had been cheated of the life it should have had. Years of sadness and silence seemed to have soaked into the peeling paint and the faded carpets. Almost nothing had been changed since her mother had opened this door for the last time.


Her dad was standing at the kitchen window. Claire had given him plenty of new shirts over the years but today he was wearing the old blue one with frayed cuffs. His long, thinning grey hair was caught under the collar. There was a tiny piece of tissue stuck to his chin. He must have cut himself shaving.


‘Dad!’ He didn’t move. ‘Dad!’


‘Sorry. I was listening to something on the radio.’ He pulled an earphone out of his ear. He smiled and his grey eyes met hers for a moment and then dipped away and she felt a low ache under her ribs. The spreading bruise of guilt. ‘Do you want some tea?’ He held up his cup. ‘I just made some.’


‘Nick will be waiting, we should go.’ She took his mug. It was full but stone cold. ‘I’ve got Ray with me.’


‘Ray,’ he said vaguely, as if he was having trouble placing him. Sometimes Claire worried that her dad was losing his memory, then she reminded herself that he’d been like this for most of her life. There, but not really there.


He went over to the sink and gathered up a bunch of lilac that was on the draining board. He always brought her mother flowers, even after all this time. ‘I don’t suppose Nicholas would like it if I brought Dog,’ he said. There was a sudden scrabbling of claws on the lino and a huge, shaggy grey head appeared from under the table. Claire backed away to the door. Dog had moved in twelve years ago, two weeks after she had moved out. Some kids had tied him to a shopping trolley with a bent coat hanger and he’d been crashing around the supermarket car park damaging the cars and scaring the customers. Her dad had untied him and they’d been inseparable ever since.


Dog looked as if he should be gnawing a huge bone in front of a baronial fireplace instead of lurking in a small suburban kitchen. He yawned and stretched and Claire inched a little farther out into the hall, but he didn’t even bother to look at her. Dog had stopped trying to win her over years ago. Instead he ambled over to her dad and tucked his head under his arm for a cuddle and Claire wondered, again, why her dad was able to show more affection to a hairy lurcher than he was to his children.


Kelly stood a little way off beneath a stand of trees to give the Dillons space. They were queuing at the end of a long row of upright headstones like people waiting in a bank teller’s line.


Nick was at the front, the peonies she’d picked from their garden a blaze of crimson against his white shirt. His dad was standing a few feet behind him holding a bunch of wilting lilac. Then there was Nick’s sister Claire, tugging at her tangle of red hair, shifting from foot to foot in her too-short grey dress and her too-high strappy sandals. Claire hadn’t brought flowers. She’d brought the guy who was hanging round the gate of the cemetery dressed from head to foot in black.


‘This is Ray,’ she’d said in the awkward moment when they’d met outside and Kelly had thought, ‘No way!’ Her old college room mate, Haru, used to have a screen saver of Ray Devine. ‘Smoke Covered Horses’ had, as they said, been big in Japan. They’d broken up a few years back but he was still rocking the bad boy look with the Aviators and the carefully messed-up black hair. When she was at high school, he was exactly the kind of guy she’d daydreamed about but she’d grown out of that pretty fast.


Kelly had gotten pretty good at guessing what kind of places people lived in and she was willing to bet her last dollar that his had black sheets and Helmut Newton nudes and framed pictures of himself in the bathroom.


She looked at her husband with his close-cut sandy hair and his broad, solid back and her heart did a little flip of relief and gratitude. There was nothing boyish about Nick. He was all man.


Nick put the peonies down by the headstone, relieved to be free of them. There was something mawkish about bringing flowers when he could hardly bear to be here at all. He turned away and walked over to where Kelly was waiting. Just looking at her in her light linen dress with her long, dark hair loose was like having a long, cool drink of water. ‘Hi,’ he said.


‘Hi.’ She slid her sunglasses down so he could see her eyes.


‘Wherever she is,’ she whispered, ‘I know your mom is really proud of you.’ The flinch was almost invisible, but she caught it. ‘Are you okay?’


‘I just need a couple of minutes of us-time before lunch.’


‘Sure.’ She took his arm. Nick was edgy about seeing his family and Kelly got that. Her parents reminded her of parts of herself she’d rather forget. She had moved to New York to get away from her past. And then crossed an ocean, just to be sure.


Claire watched them hurry along the path to the gate, the perfect stranger who used to be her brother and his perfect wife. She had thought, when Nick first moved back to Dublin, that he was coming home, but this was only the second time she’d seen him in nearly a year. She didn’t blame him. He couldn’t help it. She looked back down at the grave. It wasn’t just her mother who was buried beneath the rectangle of granite chippings, it was all of them, the family they would have been if she were still here.


Her dad unwrapped the stems of wilting lilac and put them down on the gravel. ‘Well …’ He turned, talking to the air just behind her shoulder, saying what he said every year. ‘I’m just going to see if I can find Phil Lynott’s marker.’


There was a blank in Claire’s mind where the funeral should have been. The first time she could remember coming to the graveyard was on her seventh birthday. She remembered sitting on the bottom step of the stairs and holding her feet up, one by one, so Nick could tie the buckles of her red sandals, the ones with the daisy pattern punched into the toe.


He had told her that they were going to visit their mum so she had thought that they were going to heaven because that was where everyone said that her mother had gone.


She had stood just here, holding Nick’s hand, looking around at the strange stones that stuck up out of the ground and the heaps of wet clay and the faded plastic flowers under dusty plastic domes. She had been expecting angels with harps and white clouds. Why was everything so dirty? When was her mum going to appear so they could all go home?


She bent down now and touched the silver inscription on the slim, white marble headstone.


Maura Dillon (née McHugh)


Died 1st June 1983


Aged 33.


Beloved wife of Tom and mother of Claire and Nicholas.


‘Tread carefully, for you tread on my dreams.’


She rearranged the flowers, fanning the stems out so that they covered the gravel. What had her mum’s dreams been? What did you dream about when you had everything to live for?


Nick took a moment before he opened the door. He had lost it there for a minute in the graveyard but he felt calmer after the drive back with Kelly. He grounded himself with an affirmation. ‘Nothing can harm me when I am guided by my higher self.’


‘Nicholas.’ The old man shuffled past without looking at him and disappeared into the living room. The distant roar of a crowd at a football stadium drifted out into the hall from the TV.


‘Little boys’ room?’ Devine bounded past him and up the stairs. Probably to snort a line of coke, Nick thought. What was his sister doing still hanging around with that lowlife? He watched Claire locking her decrepit old car and wobbling up the short driveway in her ridiculous shoes.


‘Look,’ he said, trying to sound pleasant, ‘I don’t want to cause conflict but it’s really not OK to invite a stranger into my house without asking.’


Claire flushed. They would be at her dad’s house if Nick hadn’t insisted on having lunch here, and Ray was practically family. ‘I’ll check with you next time.’ Nick closed the door and she followed him down the hall to the kitchen.


The walls and the open shelves were painted French greys and greens. A pretty chandelier hung over a table and some carefully mismatched antique chairs. There was a bottle of white wine chilling in a silver bucket on the table. She was dying for a drink but she needed to pace herself.


Kelly was in the garden putting up a parasol and Claire was relieved when Nick went out help her. There were a dozen photographs mounted in white frames on the wall. Nick and Kelly in a rowing boat, in a forest, in a hammock, on bicycles, in ski gear. She scanned them until she found the one she was looking for – a black and white shot taken on the steps of the City Clerk’s Office in New York. Claire had never seen a picture of their wedding. There was Kelly in a short, elegant white dress. Nick in a dark suit grinning. It made her tearful to see him look that happy but it made her happy too.


Shit! Ray thought, looking at the hunch of Claire’s shoulders. She was on a downward spiral. He pulled the wine bottle out of the ice bucket and held it like a microphone. ‘And they call it …’ he sang, ‘… yuppy luh-uh-uh-uve.’


‘Shh!’ She pointed at the garden. ‘They’ll hear you.’ He handed her the wine and she took a quick gulp. ‘What’s that on your face?’


‘Nothing.’ He rubbed it in. It was a blob of Dr Sebagh’s Serum. He’d had a little rummage in the antique cabinet in the bathroom. Kelly had great skin. He peered at a photograph of her in a pair of hiking shorts. She had great everything. Old Nick hadn’t done too badly for himself. ‘I caught Miss America checking me out in the graveyard.’


‘Don’t,’ Claire jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow, ‘even think about flirting with her.’


Ray put his hands up. ‘I’ll behave, I promise.’


Kelly was trying to be nice, Claire could see that, but she thought that lunch would never end. Drinking in the sunshine always gave her a headache and just looking at her sister-in-law made her feel exhausted. Kelly was three years younger than she was but she made Claire feel like a scruffy teenager. She was so perfect, so polished, so completely unruffled by her dad’s monosyllabic answers and Ray’s little in-jokes and the fact that Nick seemed irritated by everything.


She sat there in her linen dress sipping soda water, chatting about books and films and exhibitions as if they were normal people, as if this was just an ordinary Sunday lunch. What had Nick told her, Claire wondered, about the accident? When they were growing up, he couldn’t talk about their mother at all.


‘You’ve hardly touched your salmon, Tom,’ Kelly said now. ‘Can I fix you something else?’


‘No, I’m fine, thank you.’ Her dad stood up. ‘I might just go inside for a while.’ He went back into the house and, after a moment, the sound of the TV drifted out into the garden again.


‘Tom Dillon. A man of few words.’ Ray put down his napkin. ‘And most of them are “I’m fine”.’


‘Poor Dad,’ Claire said quietly, and Nick felt a hard knot of frustration gather in his stomach. The old man wasn’t some tragic figure nursing a broken heart, he was a fraud.


‘Honey,’ Kelly leaned over and laced her fingers through his, ‘you haven’t told Claire your news! Nick’s going to be doing a regular spot as a Couples Coach on the OO in the Afternoon show. He’s designed a relationship fitness programme. Isn’t that fantastic?’


‘Way to go!’ Ray smirked. ‘Love the radio show.’ He sometimes listened to Nick’s agony uncle slot on Fish FM just so he could wind Claire up about it. He’d text her messages saying things like ‘love is a verb, not a noun’ and ‘you’ve got to be friends to be lovers’.


Claire kicked him under the table. ‘That’s fantastic news. I probably won’t see it because I’ll be at work.’


Ray kicked her back. ‘I can record it for you.’


‘Sounds like you’re busy, Claire?’ A tiny diamond on a fine chain sparkled on Kelly’s collarbone. ‘What have you been up to?’


‘Um,’ Claire’s hand went to her locket; she pressed the small gold disc between her finger and her thumb, ‘nothing really.’


Ray refilled her glass. ‘That’s not true. You did that short film and that corporate video thing and you had a couple of days on Forensic last month.’


‘But it wasn’t really acting.’ Claire flushed. Extra work didn’t require an audition or up-to-date head shots or an explanation for a three-year gap in an acting résumé. You were a face in the crowd of football fans in a freezing stadium, cheering an empty pitch, or a customer in a restaurant picking at the same cold plate of food over and over while the real actors got their lines right. ‘I was just a blur in the background.’


‘I’m sure you’re just being modest.’


‘Modesty is Claire’s middle name.’ Ray leaned over and patted Claire’s hand. She laughed and swatted him away.


Nick stood up and began to collect the plates. Maura was Claire’s middle name, and if he had to look at Ray Devine’s smug face for one more minute he thought he might punch it. Ray was the one who’d encouraged Claire to go to drama school instead of doing medicine or teaching, and now she was in her thirties, broke, with no career prospects, living like a student, and she seemed to think it was a big joke. He dropped a pile of forks into the salad bowl with a clatter.


‘Do you want a hand?’ Kelly asked him softly.


He shook his head. ‘I’m fine.’ Christ, he thought, he sounded just like the old man. The kitchen was cool after the heat of the garden. He stood at the sink Seven-Eleven breathing, trying to slow his heart rate. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this overwhelmed.


After a minute, Claire came inside with the serving dishes. She put them down on the draining board. She had taken off her shoes under the table; her toenails were painted purple and chipped. ‘Did I say something to upset you?’


‘I just don’t think there’s anything funny about the fact that your career is going down the pan.’


‘Neither do I.’ She turned away and began to scrape salad leaves into the bin. ‘But it’s tough out there. There’s a recession. Budgets are being slashed.’


Claire had always been a terrible liar. He looked at her now. Barefoot, she only just came up to his shoulder. She seemed almost childlike, but she wasn’t a kid any more. She was thirty-three. ‘I just think that maybe it’s time to name the elephant.’


‘What?’ She was washing her hands. She smiled at him over her shoulder.


‘The huge issue that you’re pretending doesn’t exist.’


‘Which is?’


What was he doing? He had spent the first half of his life trying to fix Claire. He was supposed to be done with all that. But apparently he wasn’t. ‘That you don’t have what it takes for a cutthroat world like acting.’ Claire’s smile faded. ‘I’m sure you have talent, but you don’t have the …’ He searched for the word. ‘… resilience.’ The ability to recover from setback and cope with rejection. Claire had always been too soft. Too quick to give up and give in. She was doing it now.


‘I didn’t come in here for a coaching session. I came in to say I was sorry …’


‘Are we all supposed to just stand here and watch you throwing your life away? What’s wrong with you, Claire?’


She flinched as if he’d slapped her.


He tried to sound professional, as if she was a client instead of his sister. ‘Look, it’s not rocket science. If what you do isn’t working, change it. If you can’t change it, do something else. Don’t let your fear keep you stuck. Do one thing that scares you every day.’


‘Can she do the one thing that scares you,’ Ray Devine was standing in the doorway, glaring at him, ‘instead?’


‘Damn!’ Kelly said, after everyone was gone. ‘I totally forgot!’ She went over to the fridge and brought out a glass stand with a cake on it. ‘I made this for Claire.’


It was perfect, like everything she put her hand to. White-iced and tied with a red satin ribbon. There was a black icing stiletto with a red sole standing on the top.


Nick had a flashback to walking down to Lennon’s shop to buy Claire a cake after they got back from the graveyard that first year. He didn’t remember what kind of cake he’d bought. He just knew that none of them had eaten it.


Kelly put the cake back in the fridge. ‘Honey, you look stressed. Why don’t we go upstairs and Two-Listen?’


Nick shook his head. He was too burned out to talk. Whenever he was around Claire and the old man, all the years of therapy disappeared. He regressed to being a teenager, trying to fix everything again and failing. ‘Can we just Hug Until Close?’


‘Sure.’


He took her in his arms and they stood in the middle of the kitchen holding on to one another for a long time and Nick forced himself to focus on the moment. The way their breathing slowly synchronised. The weight of her hair on his bare arm, the warmth of her body through his shirt. She was his family now, this beautiful woman, not the messed-up girl and the monosyllabic old man. That was all that mattered.


‘Jesus,’ Ray said. ‘Is it not enough that your brother is the King of Psychobabble? Does he have to win the prize for World’s Biggest Shit too?’


‘It’s not his fault.’ Claire was jiggling the key in the lock of the door in the laneway.


Claire’s capacity to live with broken things astonished Ray. Her taps dripped. Her water pipes howled. She had no letter ‘P’ on the keyboard of her laptop. Once, Mossy had lost reverse for two months and she’d just driven around Dublin, parking on corners.


‘Let me do that.’ Ray took the key and gave the door a sharp kick. A flake of faded green paint chipped off but the door swung open. He followed Claire through the tiny, nettle-choked garden and down the steps to the door of her basement flat. ‘Your place or mine?’


Claire shook her head. ‘I’ve had it with today.’ They went inside and she kicked off her shoes and switched on the fairy lights that were looped above the old-fashioned kitchen presses.


‘Come on. One mojito? Or a manhattan or margarita.’ They were supposed to be working their way through the A to Z of cocktails but they’d been stuck on ‘M’ for months.


Claire sank down on to a folding IKEA chair, put her elbows on the table and rubbed her eyes with her fingers. ‘I’m supposed to go to an open casting first thing tomorrow.’


‘For what?’


She took a baggy sweatshirt off the back of the chair and pulled it on over her head. ‘That new costume drama, The Spaniard,’ she said from underneath it. Her head reappeared, her hair springing out like corkscrews. ‘I think Lorcan sent me the email by mistake.’


Ray leaned against the draining board and folded his arms. If Claire was really going to start going back to auditions, this was not a good time to do it. ‘Are you sure you’re able for a cattle-call?’ he said carefully.


She tugged the sweatshirt down over her knees and hugged them. ‘I’m not sure of anything,’ she said.


‘Tell you what, skip the casting, let’s do Muckanaghederdauhaulia. I’ll make a mix-tape.’ Claire loved road trips and Ray had a thing about visiting randomly named Irish villages. Thermonfeckin, Emo, Bastardstown, Camp.


Claire tugged the sweatshirt sleeves down over her knuckles. ‘I don’t know.’


‘It means “a piggery between two briny places”. And I’m not leaving you here on your own unless you say “yes”.’ He began to sing, loudly. ‘I’ve been to paradise, but I’ve never been to Meath.’ Muckanaghederdauhaulia was in Galway but that didn’t scan.


‘OK!’ Claire put her hands over her ears.


‘Hey.’ He went over and put his hands on her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. ‘It’s over for another year.’


Claire waited till the door that connected her flat to Ray’s apartment had closed. She listened to him bounding up the stairs, then, when she was sure he wasn’t going to come back down again, she got up, opened a bottle of wine and found a glass, then went up the three shallow steps and along the narrow hall to her bedroom.


It was still bright outside. She could see a tiny triangle of blue sky tinged with pink at the top of her window but the raised front garden blocked out most of the light. She turned on her bedside lamp and knelt on the floor. She opened the bottom drawer of the mahogany dressing table, took the lid off the box that was inside and spread them all out on the rug by her bed – all the things she had taken from her dad’s room over the years. Things she knew he’d wouldn’t miss.


The empty Consulate packet. The round wooden hairbrush with a few coppery hairs still caught in the bristles. The glass Opium bottle with the gold and orange lid that still had an oily trickle of perfume in the bottom. The single Aran mitten with the scorch mark on the palm. The cream lace dress with the slippery lining. The stethoscope with the worn green rubber tubing. The tube of Coty ‘Schiaparelli Pink’ lipstick. The photographs in their fat little stack, held together with a thick plastic band.


Claire didn’t look at photographs much any more, they couldn’t be trusted, not even the one in the silver frame she kept on her bedside table. She didn’t really remember the day they’d played cricket in the garden but for years, she thought she had. Photographs superimposed themselves over the fragile impressions of her own memories.


The tiny flecks of yellow in her mum’s dark green eyes. The way she smelled of Opium and Juicy Fruit chewing gum and menthol cigarettes. The static crackle when she brushed her hair. The contradiction between the serious, preoccupied doctor and the light-hearted, mischievous mother who sometimes came out to play. Who teased and tickled and double-dared. Who sculpted Claire’s soapy hair into Mohicans and devil-horns at bath time and scooped her into her lap and sang ‘Clair de Lune’ and ‘Oh Claire’, making up entire verses when she didn’t remember the words. Who would suddenly decide, on a sunny afternoon, to close up her surgery and pick Claire up from Montessori and take her on magical mystery drives.


Nothing compared to that feeling of having her mum, who was usually so busy and important, all to herself. Claire was the navigator and she was allowed to say which way they went. ‘Left or right?’ her mum would say at the end of the street, laughing. ‘Quick, make up your mind!’ And Claire would be so excited that she almost felt sick.


Where did they go on those drives? All she had were hazy fragments. A shop where her mum tried on clothes behind a curtain while she sat on a blue velvet stool pressing her fingertips against the brass buttons. The grey ribbon of a country road. A restaurant with a huge gilt-framed mirror where she had a whole banana split to herself. She could still feel the weight of the heavy silver spoon in her hand, see the beads of condensation on the frosted glass dish.


Claire poured another glass of wine and slipped her hand into the Aran mitten. She didn’t remember where the other one had gone or how this one had gotten the scorch mark but she had never forgotten the night her mum had come into her bedroom with her red coat over her nightdress and carried her downstairs wrapped in her duvet. The back door was already open and the air outside was a feathery blur of white. There were footprints leading out to a blanket spread out on the glistening lawn. She could still remember the surprise and the heart-stopping beauty of the garden. It must have been the first time she’d seen snow.


They had snuggled together on the blanket, one mitten each, their knees drawn up to their chins, their faces turned up to the whirl of slowly falling snow, catching flakes on their tongues.


It must have been cold but all Claire remembered was the sound of their laughter in the quiet garden. The thrill of being awake in the middle of the night. The feeling that whenever she was with her mum, something wonderful was going to happen.


Another, darker memory came to the surface of her mind and she pushed it down again. A sunny afternoon, six months later on her seventh birthday. Her mum sitting in a garden chair, wearing a yellow summer dress, looking at her over her sunglasses. ‘What is wrong with you, Claire?’


She was still asking herself the same question, twenty-seven years later. She picked up the hairbrush and looked at the coppery hairs caught in the bristles. Each one of them held a DNA blueprint of her mum, a complete map of who she had been. All Claire had was a dozen memories, but they told her all she needed to know. There was nothing wrong with her mum. She had been perfect.


At seventeen, when Claire was hanging out on the riverbank with Ray, smoking and playing sweary Scrabble, her mum had been in medical school. In her twenties, when Claire was waiting for the big break that never happened and having her heart broken, she had been getting married and getting pregnant and setting up her own GP practice. At thirty-three, she had everything to live for, but hadn’t had a proper acting job or a relationship for three years. She was barely scraping by.


The stethoscope was still looped around her neck. She kicked off her shoes and climbed onto the bed, slipped the little metal buds into her ears, slid the cold disc down under the neck of the sweatshirt, beneath her dress, and listened to the stubborn hammer of her heart. She was still here and her mother was gone. It wasn’t fair.


When Claire woke up it was getting light again. Her leg was fizzing with pins and needles and her mouth tasted sour and vinegary. She took off the stethoscope, put everything carefully back into the box and closed the drawer and went to the bathroom. Ray must have been down in the night. There was a metal hanger with an FCUK gift voucher pinned to it hanging on the door handle and, beneath it, a tube of salt and vinegar Pringles with a jaunty pink birthday candle pushed into the lid.


She brushed her teeth and took off her make-up. She undressed and put on an old Smoke Covered Horses T-shirt that was hanging on the back of the door. She looked at her reflection in the mirror in the half-light from the hall, but it was her mother’s face she saw. The tears she’d been holding back all yesterday came, but they weren’t soft tears of sadness or of self-pity, they were tears of shame. Nick was right. How was she supposed to stand at the grave a year from now, knowing that she’d just wasted another year?


It was too late to try to be like her mother. That door had closed a long time ago. But she had to do something. She would give herself twelve months to try to salvage something from the mess she had managed to make of her life. She had made promises like this before but this time she meant it. She blew her nose and went back into her bedroom and set the clock.


‘Do one thing that scares you every day,’ Nick had said. She could start by going to the open casting. It was three years since she’d been to an audition and, right now, she couldn’t think of anything more terrifying.
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‘Hi, I’m Claire Dillon, I’m with the Lorcan Norton Agency.’ She paused, turned to the right, paused, turned to the left, turned back and smiled brightly at two shadowy figures sitting on a sofa in the darkness beyond the spotlight.


‘You’ve just drifted off your mark there.’ Sam, the casting director, was perched on a tall stool by the camera. He looked bored. At least fifty girls had already been in and out of the room since Claire had arrived three hours ago.


‘Sorry!’ Claire said, stepping back up to the line of masking tape on the floor.


‘Can you tell us a bit about yourself?’


‘I graduated from the Dublin Academy of Dramatic Arts in 2000. I toured with Broken Bell’s production of Three Sisters that was runner-up in the Westport Theatre Festival in 2001. I won the “Erin” Best Newcomer for Valerie in The Weir in 2003 …’


She could hear the ‘tippity-tap’ of someone texting from the sofa. Her faked confidence was leaking out of her like air from a punctured balloon. It had all happened so long ago. Maggie in Dancing at Lughnasa. Theresa in Scenes from the Big Picture. She tried to sound more enthusiastic. ‘Then I joined Red Rows and—’


‘Really?’ Sam looked up. ‘Was Declan Brady artistic director then?’


A flush crept up past the collar of Claire’s white audition shirt. She could feel a clammy patch at the small of her back where it was sticking to her skin. She hugged the pages she’d been given to her chest. ‘Yes.’


‘How long were you there?’


‘Three years.’


Claire’s acting life had fallen, neatly, into three-year time slots. Three years at drama school. Three years slogging around the country doing regional theatre. Three years of giving it what her friend Eilish called ‘socks’. Doing every audition. Trying not to take it personally when she didn’t get the job. Trying not to feel threatened when waves of new hopefuls were let loose every summer. Trying to schmooze even though she was terrible at it. Trying to believe that she was still going to get a break.


Then three years with Red Rows Theatre Company feeling as if she’d finally found her feet. Falling for Declan Brady. Sweet, serious, talented Declan, who was five years older than she was. Who had joined all her freckles with a biro the first time they slept together and asked her to move in with him after a month. Who had told her that she was the Irish Isabelle Huppert and cast her as Stella in Streetcar and May in Fool for Love and Sister Woman in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. And then had an affair behind her back.


Claire should have been used to rejection. All those years of auditions should have toughened her but they hadn’t. She had cut herself off from the acting world. Avoided her old friends, stopped calling her agent, passed on auditions. She had spent the last three years hiding out in Ray’s basement licking her wounds.


Sam was talking to her. She forced herself to concentrate. ‘Sorry?’


‘I was just asking about TV and film.’


She gabbled her way through her credits. Nurse Bernie, in three episodes of a short-lived sitcom called Wards and All. Walk-on parts on Fair City and The Tudors. A teacher in one episode of Life Lessons.


‘That was in, what, 2007? Any more recent TV work?’


‘No.’


‘Recent theatre work?’


She was throwing it away. She could feel it. ‘Not really.’ She couldn’t tell him about the extra work. That was the lowest rung of the acting ladder, a fraction of an inch above jumping out on Japanese tourists on the Haunted Prison Tour or dancing around Samantha Mumba in panto.


‘Do you have a recent headshot?’


‘The thing is …’ She heard the desperation in her voice. ‘I’ve been out of the picture for a while and I’m just kind of getting back in again.’


‘Well,’ Sam looked embarrassed, ‘I’m sure you will. That’s it for today. Thanks for coming in.’


Claire tried to keep the disappointment out of her face. She had prepared the dialogue she’d been given, but now they weren’t going to ask her to read. ‘Thank you!’


‘Is that your hair?’ a woman’s voice said from the sofa at the back of the room.


Claire was already at the door. ‘Sorry?’ She had spent an hour this morning blow-drying her hair straight but it had started to frizz up before she left the house.


‘Hang on a second,’ Sam left his stool and she hesitated, her hand on the door handle, while he whispered to the woman on the sofa. After a minute, he came back. ‘Would you mind reading something for us?’


Claire forced herself to let go of the handle and walk back into the spotlight. He pulled two pages from a thick script. ‘I know you haven’t had a chance to prepare but it’s only a couple of lines. We’d already cast but the actor’s just broken her wrist. It’s the shepherdess. I’ll read Lady Kathryn.’


Claire nodded.


‘Tell me what you saw, girl!’ Sam shouted in a scary falsetto.


‘I saw a Spanish galleon.’ Claire stumbled over the line. ‘Out beyond Hare Island.’


‘Have you breathed a word of this to my husband, the Earl?’


‘No, milady,’ Claire said.


‘If you do, I will see to it that your family will suffer!’


‘I won’t. I swear.’ Claire turned the page. There was no more dialogue, just a short line of direction.


‘As the terrified SHEPHERDESS watches LADY KATHRYN gallop away, she begins to cry.’


‘What was the competition like?’ Eilish stirred her cappuccino and licked the foam off her spoon.


Claire stared out of the window of Butler’s Café. Wicklow Street was splashy with sunshine but she shivered. ‘Usual film audition crowd. It was like a Barbie Doll convention. They were all about twenty with acres of hair extensions and fake tan. I felt like an ancient crone.’


Eilish let out a horribly convincing cackle.


‘Ancient-er.’ Claire sighed.


Eilish cackled again and the man at the next table looked worried. ‘Don’t mind us,’ Eilish said. ‘We’re thesbians.’


Eilish was the only acting friend Claire could bear to see after she had broken up with Declan. Eilish had dropped off the acting radar five years ago, after her husband, Steve, had left her. She’d been too busy bringing up her daughter Holly to take on six performances and a matinee every week.


‘I still can’t believe you went to an audition,’ she said now. ‘Details! Gories! Tell me everything.’ Claire filled her in on her promise and about blowing Ray off and messing up the audition and having to go back and read with Sam.


‘You did that crying thing?’ Eilish gazed at her over the rim of her coffee mug. ‘It’s so weird and freaky when you do that! Were they impressed?’


Claire remembered the awkward silence in the room as tears trickled down her face. ‘I think they were mortified.’


Eilish put her mug down and put her hands over her face. ‘Don’t talk to me about mortified! Not after this morning.’ She had come straight from an extra job.


Claire put down her cup. ‘How did it go?’


Eilish dropped her dark head down on to the table and held up her hand. ‘Picture this!’ she said. ‘A corporate video for a chemical company that makes toilet cleaner. To show how fun cleaning toilets can be, some sadist came up with the idea of a flash mob – sorry, a “flush-mob” – of cleaning ladies. So I’ve spent the morning in a crimplene housecoat and curlers and saggy Norah Batty tights, dancing up and down Dawson Street.’


Claire almost choked on her tea. ‘You’re making this up for Eyelash and Eclair.’ Whenever they were stuck on the extra bus for hours on end, they passed the time inventing a sitcom about two failed actresses.


‘Would I make up a song,’ Eilish sat up and looked at Claire from beneath her black fringe, ‘to the tune of “Flash Dance” that went: “What a feeling! Now I’m cleaning!” It was up there with the time we had to wear those really tight bacteria body stockings and attack the giant tooth in that ad for denture cleaner.’ She groaned. ‘You’re right, Claire. You have to get out of this extra hell and I’ll be right after you. When Holly goes off to uni next year, I’ll start going back to auditions too.’ She toasted Claire with her empty mug. ‘I’m proud of you!’


‘For doing the worst audition ever?’


‘For finally coming out of the three-year tailspin you’ve been in since Declan.’ Eilish’s blue eyes were serious. ‘I’m glad you want to get your life back on track. But don’t do it for your mum, Claire. Wherever she is, she doesn’t need that. Trust me, I’m a mother, all that mushy malarkey about unconditional love is true. Do it for you.’


The battered black leather sofa in the No Name bar reminded Ray of a jacket he’d bought on the King’s Road the day Tarantula had signed Smoke Covered Horses. He’d thrown it into the crowd in the Ruby Room in Tokyo in 2008. He could still remember the scrum of girls who had fought one another to get hold of it. He missed it. The intoxicating thrill of holding a crowd in his hand. Being the one still point in a room gone wild. People who thought cocaine was addictive had never tried fame. Ray still got the double-takes and the second glances, though it was happening less and less, and on the days when nobody recognised him at all, he just reminded himself to enjoy the anonymity because it wasn’t going to last. He was going to get it all back and this time it would be on his terms.


He opened his laptop. He’d been hanging around the apartment all day trying to crack a brief for an advertising jingle. He’d thought maybe a change of scenery would help. The jingle thing was just a way of passing the time until Chip Connolly swallowed his pride and they could reform the Horses but it kept Ray out of trouble, for a few hours a day anyway. It wasn’t like he needed to work. Between the royalties from ‘Asia Sky’ and the fee he was paid by the airline that used it in their ads, he was set up for life.


After he’d moved back to Dublin, a UK jingle company had tracked him down. Sounds Familiar specialised in ad soundtracks for obscure foreign brands. Tracks that sounded like well-known songs, but not enough for an original artist to sue. Ray, it turned out, was very good at them. He’d come up with ‘Crumbelievable!’ for a Canadian stuffing and ‘You Tape my Breath Away’ for a Kenyan dental floss. He scanned the brief for King’s Cooking Oil, a Tasmanian brand. They wanted something ‘anthemic and emotive’. Didn’t everyone? He opened a lyrics database and started a search. ‘Big boys don’t fry?’ No. ‘It’s my party and I’ll fry if I want to?’ That had possibilities.


‘Hey! It’s Ray, isn’t it?’ A dark-haired girl at the next table was smiling at him. Sounds Familiar were expecting ideas in the morning but she had a mouth like Penelope Cruz and he wasn’t going to argue with that. ‘You have no idea how much I love you!’ She shook her head. ‘I mean, your music.’


‘This is a bit unfair.’ He closed his laptop. ‘You know my name but I don’t know yours.’


She picked up her drink and moved on to the sofa beside him. ‘I’m Cara, actually.’


‘Cara actually’ didn’t leave Ray’s apartment till half three in the morning. After she’d gone, Ray showered, made a pot of coffee and sat down at his desk then cracked the King’s jingle in under an hour. It wasn’t a rip-off of Westlife, it was a homage – ‘Frying without Kings’.


Nick sat up as straight as he could on the overstuffed chair and stared at the winking red light on the huge camera that was trained on his face.


‘I love new challenges,’ he repeated to himself. ‘I approach them with boldness and enthusiasm.’ His stomach fluttered and then jolted down into his gut. He’d prepared his piece and run over it with Kelly a dozen times. He’d hoped he’d get a chance to talk it through with the hosts but they had only just appeared.


‘Howya, Nick!’ Oonagh Clancy leaned down, planting a sticky lip-glossed kiss on his cheek. She sat down on the sofa. ‘Why did nobody tell me he was gorgeous?’


Owen Clancy sat beside her and fumbled with his notes while one girl combed his shock of black hair and another attached a microphone to his lapel.


‘Three, two, one,’ the floor manager counted down on her fingers. Oonagh crossed her legs and inflated her chest.


‘Hello.’ She gave the camera a dazzling smile. ‘I’m Oonagh Clancy.’ Her Dublin accent was gone.


‘And I’m Owen Clancy.’ Owen beamed. ‘And you’re welcome to OO in the Afternoon.’


They sat, smiling at one another while the jingle played.


‘We put the “OOOH” in the afternoon.


We’re there for YOU in the afternoon.


We’re OO, OO in the afternoon!’


Owen Clancy had already been a newsreader when Nick was still young. He was in his fifties. Oonagh was twenty years younger. She’d started out as a weather girl on TV3 when Nick was living in the States.


The jingle was winding up.


‘We’re here from two and right THROUGH the afternoon.


It’s OO, OO in the Afternooh-ooh-ooh-oon!’


‘We’ve got a great show lined up for you, today,’ Owen boomed. ‘We’ll meet the man who crossed Ireland backwards dressed as a woman.’


Oonagh’s smile dissolved, seamlessly, into sympathy. ‘We’ll be talking to a young father about his harrowing struggle with bowel cancer.’


‘And later on,’ Owen winked, ‘our chef, the lovely Ita Fox, will be sharing her luscious Double Chocolate Cupcakes.’


‘But first,’ Oonagh turned to Nick, ‘let’s meet our new coach on the couch, radio agony uncle Nick Dillon. Nick will be joining us every week to talk love, lust and making marriage last.’ Oonagh beamed at him. ‘Welcome to the show!’


‘Thank you. My coaching is all based on honesty so I have to be truthful and confess that I’m pretty nervous. You guys make this look so easy.’


‘Well, we do it twice a week.’ Oonagh patted her husband’s head. She leaned over and stage-whispered to Nick, ‘I’d like to do it more but Owen’s getting on a bit!’


‘Just wait till I get you on your own,’ Owen laughed. ‘You are in so much trouble!’


‘Is that a promise?’ Ooonagh swatted at him with her notes.


Owen put his elbows on his huge thighs. ‘So tell us about yourself, Doc.’


Doc? Nick wasn’t a doctor but he didn’t want to get sidetracked from the intro he’d rehearsed. ‘Well, I grew up in Dublin but I’ve spent just over half my life in the States. I went to college in Washington and I worked in human resources in a finance company in New York for fifteen years, but people tend to bring their personal problems to work—’


‘Tell me about it!’ Oonagh rolled her eyes.


‘So after I lost my job in the downturn, I retrained as a life coach, specialising in couples. I got married three years ago. So I have to walk the walk as well as talk the talk!’


‘Nick has designed a relationship workout programme to help you,’ Oonagh pointed at the camera, ‘and me to get our relationships back in shape. It’s called “We-Fit”. After the break he’ll be teaching our guest couple how to strengthen their relationship through “Soul Gazing” and a fun game for two called “Complimentition”. Don’t go away now!’


She dropped her D4 accent when the camera stopped rolling. ‘Jaysus, you’re a natural!’ She beamed at Nick. ‘Isn’t he, Owen?’


Owen was fiddling with his mike and pretended not to hear.


Claire hadn’t spoken to her agent since she’d walked away from Red Rows. At some point, she’d been passed on to his assistant Brenda, who handled extra work. She’d promised herself that she’d call Lorcan every single day this week but it was four o’clock now and she couldn’t face being fobbed off by Brenda again.


She’d spent the previous day in RTE as an extra on Fair City and she’d been going home to have an early night but Ray had persuaded her to go out for ‘one drink’. They’d ended up in Copper Faced Jack’s till three in the morning drinking way too much cheap white wine and talking rubbish.


She was going to have to develop some self-control if she didn’t want to let her promise slip away before she’d given it a proper shot. Ray only worked for a couple of hours a day so he had plenty of time to play and he was too damned good at it.


He’d book tickets for a movie he knew she wanted to see or a boat ride to Dalkey Island or a restaurant in Howth and then he’d claim it was too late to cancel. He’d talk her into driving to Sligo or Clare in a day. Once he produced her passport when they arrived in Rosslare and they ended up on a ferry to Le Havre. At night, he’d drag her off to Cassidy’s for pints or to an obscure band in Whelan’s or to a comedy club he’d heard was brilliant. If she refused to leave the house, he’d appear at her door with a pitcher of frozen margaritas and a DVD. It was like living downstairs from the Devil.


She poured herself another coffee and arranged herself and her hangover carefully on the uncomfortable chaise longue in the living room with a plate of toast balanced on her lap and switched on the TV, then jolted upright as her brother’s face filled the screen.


‘It’s too late to make up for what we didn’t have when we were children,’ Nick was saying to the camera. ‘We have to stop rereading the early chapters of our lives and start over with a blank sheet of paper.’


Their dad didn’t die of a broken heart, the way people did in stories. He just sort of disappeared. He stopped whistling while he shaved. He stopped eating proper meals. He stopped reading Claire stories and taking her around the garden to help him talk to his plants. He stopped going to work. The graphic design company he worked for sent briefs to the house by courier instead and he stayed up all night in his bedroom sketching illustrations and storyboards for TV ads.


He’d shuffle downstairs red eyed, exhausted, to make breakfast for Nick and Claire. Sometimes their plates would still be on the table when they came home from school.


Claire remembered a pair of shoes that pinched from September to Christmas because her feet had grown a size. Dust bunnies the size of hamsters under her bed. Her Care Bears duvet cover flecked with damp spores because her dad had put on a load of washing and forgotten to take it out.


Little by little, Nick took over. He buttered Claire’s bread on both sides and put a separate triangle of Laughing Cow cheese, which was what she liked, into her lunchbox. He made her fried egg and spaghetti hoops and Findus Crispy Pancakes and Vesta Chicken Supreme. He reminded her to do her homework and checked to see that she had clean clothes for the morning. He combed out the tangles in her hair. When she was seven and he was eleven, he had seemed to love her more than anyone in the world.


She lowered the volume and looked at his face on the screen. His white American teeth looked too bright in his pale Irish face. He had two deep horizontal lines on his forehead and a thinner vertical one between his eyes. There were tiny threads of silver in his sandy hair. He was still her brother but he was a stranger.


Her phone began to ring. She rummaged around the sofa, looking for it.


‘Three years of radio silence and then suddenly you’re calling me every day?’


‘Lorcan!’ Claire shot up, knocking her toast on to the rug. ‘I don’t mean to stalk you. I just wanted to let you know that I’m ready to start looking for proper acting work again.’ Her voice was husky from shouting over the music in the club the night before. ‘I won’t turn down extra jobs for the moment but I’d like to in the long-term because—’


‘Claire, slow down.’


She couldn’t. She had to get it all out before she lost her nerve. ‘—Because the thing is, I have a plan. I’ve given myself a year to get my acting career back on track. So if there’s something, anything at all, then please put my name forward.’


‘Are you available for a day’s shoot next Wednesday?’


She caught her breath. ‘What?’


‘And for another five days spread out over the next nine months?’


‘Yes!’


‘Good. Because you’ve been cast as a shepherdess in The Spaniard.’


‘What do we write,’ Oonagh asked Nick after the break, ‘on this blank sheet of paper?’


‘The things we all want from our relationships,’ he ticked them off on his fingers. ‘Honesty. Trust. Intimacy. Respect. Then we set time aside, every week, to work out together.’ He was completely relaxed now. ‘We need to work out our issues. We need to strengthen our communication. We need to tone up our intimacy. And we can start right now with the first exercise in the We-Fit programme. It’s called “Soul Gazing”.’


Anne and Dermot, the studio couple, were in their sixties and they had looked as if they had just had a huge row. After they’d sat on the sofa and gazed into one another’s eyes for sixty seconds, they were still glaring at one another. Nick hoped this wasn’t going to fall flat on its face on live TV. ‘OK,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Now that you’re warmed up, we can move on to our second exercise. “Complimentition”. Did you know that we find fault with our partners, on average, fifteen times a day?’


‘Is that all?’ Owen smirked.


Nick held up a stopwatch. ‘This is a competition to outdo one another with compliments. The sky’s the limit and you have two minutes. Starting from now!’


Dermot sighed. ‘This is ridiculous.’


‘Just start with “I like your …” ‘ Nick prompted, ‘and add a word.’


Dermot looked at the floor. ‘I like your … dress,’ he said grudgingly.


‘It’s a skirt and top,’ Anne snapped. ‘I like your suit. Which I had to pick up from the dry cleaner’s because you didn’t bother. Your turn.’


‘I like your hair long like that.’


‘Really?’ She touched her thin blonde hair self-consciously. ‘I like your smile. If you just used it more.’


Dermot smiled. ‘I like the way you did the dining room up.’


‘Oh! Well I like the way you do all the little bits and pieces around the house.’


Nick looked at the watch. The hand was halfway through its second sweep.


Dermot looked at the floor again. ‘I like the way you asked my mother to live with us after she had her stroke. I know it wasn’t easy.’


Anne nodded. ‘I like how good you were to her, Dermot. You were a lovely son.’ Her voice cracked.


Dermot moved along the sofa and put his arm around her. ‘It’s OK, love,’ he said.


‘Well,’ Oonagh fanned the sides of her eyes with her fingertips, ‘you heard it here first. The couples that praise together stay together! Right, Owen?’


‘What? Oh, sorry!’ Owen winked. ‘I was distracted by Ita’s cupcakes which I hope I’ll be sampling after the break.’


‘Are they always like that?’ Nick asked the runner who led him across a tangle of snaking cables and out into the corridor after his slot was over.


‘Bitchard and Rudie? Yeah. They fight like cats and dogs on air then they make up,’ she made a horrified face, ‘in their dressing room.’
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Actors in elaborate gowns and leather jerkins and hose were hanging around in the cobbled courtyard eating breakfast. The crew were buzzing about in their unofficial uniform of black, but it was the guy in the faded jeans and T-shirt that Claire noticed first.


He was tall with longish, light brown, curly hair, and he was standing at the half-door of a stable talking to a huge grey horse. It reminded her of the way her dad used to stand in the garden, before the accident, chatting to his delphiniums and his hollyhocks, persuading them to grow. She was looking over at the guy with a silly smile on her face when he glanced up at her and she turned away quickly and made her way over to the catering table. She was half expecting to hear a bolshy fourth AD yelling at her that this was ‘actors only’. The extras’ area was at the end of the long avenue, near the gates, with the generator trucks and the Portaloos.


The Spaniard was a new Irish-American co-production about the Armada, which was shipwrecked off the west coast of Ireland in 1588. Claire wasn’t sure what shepherdesses wore back then but she was willing to bet that it hadn’t been as minxy as the woollen skirt and calico bodice she’d been laced into. But who cared about historical accuracy? She had three lines of dialogue today and more to come. She’d get to fill the gaping hole in her CV and she’d even get a credit on IMDB. She poured herself a cardboard cup of iced coffee and reached for a chocolate croissant.


‘Claire Dillon!’


She turned and there, in a low-cut, pale blue and gold velvet gown with ropes of pearls woven into her long, caramel hair, was Emma Lacey. Described by VIP magazine as ‘the Irish Jennifer Aniston’ and by Declan as ‘the woman I’ve fallen in love with’.


‘Listen,’ Emma said, ‘you’re not really supposed be in here but if anyone tries to throw you out just get them to talk to me.’


Claire’s shock gave way to childish anger. ‘I’ve got a part!’ She thrust out her two pages of script. ‘I’ve got lines.’


‘Oh!’ Emma peeled off one long kid leather glove. ‘I thought you were with the extras. Milo Daly told me he’d seen you lurking in the background on Forensic.’ She looked down at Claire’s costume. ‘Are you a milkmaid?’


‘I’m a shepherdess,’ Claire said.


‘I’m Lady Kathryn. We’re in the same scene. It’ll be just like the old days.’


The old days, Claire thought, which ones? The days at drama school when Emma had acted like her friend or the days when they were rehearsing Cat on a Hot Tin Roof when Emma kept ‘borrowing’ Declan for script consults over coffees and drinks and then decided to keep him.


Emma must have read her mind. A flush of colour rose into her cheeks beneath the ivory mask of her make-up. Good, Claire thought. She had dreaded bumping into Emma again but she wasn’t the one who should feel embarrassed.


‘You can’t begin to imagine how hot it is inside this huge dress in all this heat.’ Emma looked away and pretended to fan herself with her glove. ‘I’m so glad I decided to go for a winter wedding next year.’ The word hit Claire like a punch in the stomach. ‘Oh!’ Emma turned back with a sly little look. ‘You do know that Declan and I are getting married?’


What Claire knew was that Emma always had to win and that this time she wasn’t going to let her. ‘Of course,’ she said coolly. ‘Congratulations!’


‘What about you, Claire? Where are you living these days?’


‘Carysfort Square.’


‘In one of those Georgian houses?’ Emma looked surprised. ‘On your own?’


‘With Ray.’


‘Ray Devine.’ Emma’s small mouth fell open a fraction. She had tried, all through their twenties, to get Ray into bed. ‘You two are together now?’


Claire couldn’t resist it. She nodded. ‘We are.’


‘Excuse me.’ A girl with a walkie-talkie was standing beside them. ‘Emma, the first AD needs a word.’


Claire watched Emma picking her way across the cobbles. They were getting married. She tried to imagine Declan in a morning suit walking down the aisle of a church but his face was out of focus. She could hardly remember what he looked like any more. She scanned herself for pain but instead there was an unexpected feeling of lightness. She had been dreading this for three years but now that it had happened, she didn’t have to dread it any more.


The location was a few miles away on a hillside above Avoca. Claire was shown to her first position on a grassy lane and she waited beneath the shade of a tree by a wooden gate while the crew buzzed to and fro setting up the generators and dolly tracks.


‘Got everything you need?’ a runner asked Claire as she hurried past and she nodded. It was lovely to be essential instead of extra.


An old Land Rover pulling an open trailer packed with sheep bumped down the lane then parked up, and the guy Claire had seen in the courtyard climbed out and walked over.


‘You’re Claire, the shepherdess? I’m Shane and these are yours.’ He nodded at the sheep. ‘Someone will be along to let them out just before the camera turns over.’


Claire had forgotten that there would be sheep. She looked at their strange bony faces protruding through the bars of the trailer and shuddered. ‘Never work with children and animals, that’s what they say, isn’t it?’


He looked at her. Beneath his heavy brows, his eyes were so dark that they seemed to be all pupil. He was older than she’d first thought and taller. He frowned. ‘Why do they say that?’


‘I suppose because children and animals can’t act.’


‘Ah.’ He nodded. ‘That explains it.’


‘What?’


‘Why I like them so much.’


He leaned his arms on the gate, hooking his foot on the bottom bar, and looked away from her across the field. His light brown hair came down below the collar of his T-shirt. His arms were tanned and he had a scatter of tiny scars on his hands. There was a faint white band on one finger of his left hand as if he’d worn a ring and taken it off.


Claire felt she had to justify herself. ‘I had a bad experience. I’m scared of being bitten.’


He turned around and looked at her again, then lowered his voice. ‘Watch out for the one at the back with the yellowy eyes.’


Claire whipped around and stared at the trailer. They all had yellow eyes.


His face cracked into a grin that lit his eyes, then he turned away and looked across the field again.


They stood there listening to the clunk and stutter of a starting generator and the sound of a plane passing overhead. After a while, a 4x4 with a horsebox pulled up on the other side of the field and Claire saw Emma in her elaborate gown getting down from the passenger side.


‘Well …’ Shane straightened up. ‘Time to go. You guys be good now,’ he said to the sheep as he passed the trailer. He sauntered slowly back up the lane, his hair catching the sun as he passed out of blocks of shadow and into the light.


Something beneath Claire’s ribcage yawned and stretched. ‘Ah,’ she thought, ‘so you’re still in there. You survived after all.’


‘Thank you,’ Kelly gazed into Nick’s eyes, ‘for sharing.’ They were sitting cross-legged on their bed Two-Listening. Candles flickered on the windowsill. Whale music played softly in the background. She waited for a particularly loud whale to finish before she went on. ‘What I heard you saying is that the OO show has given you a sense of purpose and that you love the idea of helping people you’ve never even met.’


Nick squeezed her hands. ‘Thank you for hearing me. Do you want to share?’


Kelly was getting pins and needles in her foot. ‘Not tonight, honey, but I think that Clancy woman is right.’ She waited for some dolphin clicking to cease. ‘You’re a natural in front of the camera.’


A single strand of Kelly’s dark hair had come loose from her silver barrette and fallen over one bare shoulder. Nick tucked it behind her ear. ‘I couldn’t do it without you.’


Claire froze. Over the frantic hammering of her heart she heard it again. The squeak of the middle step that led down to the kitchen. There was an intruder in her flat! She got out of bed, pulled on a sweatshirt, grabbed the rainstick and crept quietly down the narrow dark hall. There was the shadowy silhouette of a man in the kitchen. The fridge door creaked open and the light came on. There was Ray wearing a Banksy T-shirt and pair of white boxer shorts, peering into her fridge.


‘Jesus, Ray!’ She came down the steps and switched on the fairy lights. ‘I thought you were a burglar!’ Even after all these years, it was still odd to find a person who she’d seen strutting around a stage in front of twenty thousand people at large in her kitchen.


‘I need cheese.’


‘I don’t have any.’


‘Sweet dreams are made of cheese!’ he sang. ‘Who am I to diss a Brie?’ He was rummaging at the back of the fridge. ‘What’s going on in here? What’s all this healthy stuff?’


Claire had decided that if she was going to get back into acting, she needed to get healthy. She was too broke to join a gym but she could ditch the takeaways and the drinking on week nights.


Ray waved a smoked mackerel. ‘Who first looked at one of these and thought “Let’s smoke him”?’ He took the lid off a tub of hummus and sniffed it suspiciously.


Claire sighed and sat down. ‘You can’t keep wandering down here in the middle of the night. What if I was in bed with someone?’


Her mind flashed back to the shoot. After the director had called a wrap, when the crew were packing all the gear away, Shane had swung himself up on to the huge grey horse that Emma Lacey had been riding. Claire had always thought that the whole sexy-man-on-a-horse thing was an awful Jane Austen cliché but watching him galloping across the field to the horsebox she had changed her mind.
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‘Laugh out loud funny.
Heartbreakingly sad.
Ella Griffin does it again’
MARIAN KEYES
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