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			Prologue

			The little girl is underdressed for the cold night. No coat, just a jumper and pleated skirt, and knee socks that struggle to stay up as she canters along the pavement towards the green postbox, clutching the letter she has written to an old man with a white beard in a snowy, distant land without borders.

			Around the square, curtains are closed against the cold and the dark. The street lights cast their beams as far as they can, but between each wooden pole there is a dark space that momentarily eclipses the child, causing your heart to miss a beat each time she disappears from view.

			She’s at the postbox now, looking up at the slot that she can only reach by standing on tiptoe. She stretches and strains to push the envelope towards the oblong mouth of the box. You watch. And wait. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Outside, the light is fading across the stretch of the extended town, past the estates towards the farmland and low hills beyond. My mother, no longer conscious, is also fading. The nurses haven’t spelled it out in so many words, but everything they say makes me think she is close to the end.

			‘Talk to her,’ the nurses say. ‘She’ll hear you. The hearing is the last thing to go.’

			So I talk to her in a low voice, mostly about long ago when I was a child because that was the time we were closest. I talk about our outings to the sea, the two of us walking down to Amiens Street Station and taking the train to Skerries, where we would change into our bathing costumes and run as fast as we could into the waves so that there was no time to change our minds. Sometimes we went further, taking the train all the way to Drogheda and then a bus to Clogherhead. 

			I remind her of how hungry we used to be after our dips in the cold water, so hungry that it didn’t matter that somehow the sand always found its way into the sandwiches she had packed. She would point into the distance at the Mourne Mountains, miles away to the north. And always, before we went back home, we would walk to the harbour to watch the seals that followed the fishing boats in from the sea.

			Those memories are real, as real as everything I see before me now, except that the colours are muted, old-fashioned. They almost have a smell to them, the way the dark green of the old double-decker buses that carried us about seemed to have a smell to it.

			I talk on, hoping she can still hear, losing myself in those memories as I recall them, so that the sound my mother makes – a ssshhh sound, repeated over and over – comes as a shock. At first, I think she’s saying, ‘Shush,’ telling me to be quiet. But there’s distress in the sound, as if there’s something more she’s trying to get out but can’t.

			‘What is it, Mamma? What are you trying to say?’ I ask her gently, but there’s no answer, only the ssshhh, again and again. Eventually, the effort of it is too great for her and she sighs and lapses back into silence. I watch and wait. She is so calm now that I don’t even notice the point at which she finally stops breathing.

			*

			Hours later, morning is creeping through a gap in the curtains into the dark bedroom where I’ve lain awake through what was left of the night. I’m frantic, physically and mentally, my body trying to find a place in the bed that will bring some rest, my head trying to keep track of the thoughts that dart like arrows through it.

			And, as if from a shell picked up on the beach and held to the ear, I keep hearing that sound she made before she died, the ssshhh sound. I hear it over and over again, ebbing and flowing, relentless in its rhythm, haunting and tormenting.

			I can’t bear to think that something I said might have penetrated her unconscious state to hurt her. We had our moments, my mother and I, but even at those times when I thought I had come close to hating her I knew that there was no escaping the bond we had.

			I talked to her about memories last night. I don’t know whether she heard me or not. But there’s another memory that I didn’t bring up because it hurt her once, a memory that has punctuated most of my life and that I have never understood.

			It surfaces now, unbidden, and I see a green postbox and a small hand stretching upwards to push an envelope into its oblong mouth. The edges of the image are blurred. It’s as if someone has opened an old tarnished locket to reveal a silent film playing in slow motion inside. It’s always the same. It plays over and over, the little hand never in any position but extending upwards, the envelope always held in those childish fingers, the mouth of the green postbox almost within reach.

			And then, as strangely as it has appeared, the grainy image fades, leaving me puzzled and slightly disturbed, even a little afraid.

			I am never sure whether that small hand is mine. But if not mine, whose?

			*

			My mother’s coffin stands in front of the altar. It felt strange to leave her there through the night, alone in the locked church. The last time she was here was for Dermot’s funeral. She wasn’t religious. ‘You don’t need religion to be a good person,’ she used to say. She didn’t leave any instructions for her own funeral and probably wouldn’t have been too bothered if we had told her we were going to put her body into a cardboard box and tip it from a boat into the sea. The funeral is for me, because I need something beautiful and soft and hopeful to take away the memory of that terrible last night in the hospital. So the choir sings Fauré’s Requiem, because, with no Dies Irae, no day of judgement, it’s the sweetest, gentlest requiem of all, and as we all shuffle to the altar for Communion the choir sings Duruflé’s ‘Ubi Caritas et Amor’.

			We leave the church for the graveyard. It’s cold and wet, a typical November day in Ireland, but when the undertaker indicates one of the funeral cars I shake my head. I want to walk behind my mother on her final journey. Ursula, my friend since childhood, walks beside me.

			A couple of relatives have turned up: my mother’s older brother and his middle-aged son. We haven’t spoken yet. They weren’t part of my life when I was growing up, though I had known of their existence. Now, I have only the mildest curiosity about them.

			It’s the Keaveneys, Dermot’s people, I think of as my family, even though I’m not related to them, and they’re out in force—Angela and her husband, Joe, and their daughters and grandchildren. I’ve kept my eyes on the coffin all through the prayers at the graveside, but when it’s finally lowered I can barely see anything because rain and tears are blurring my sight.

			Ronan, Angela’s grandson, tugs at my sleeve and puts his little hand into mine.

			‘Don’t cry, Auntie Lou,’ he says, his big eyes looking up at me from a face filled with a kindness you don’t expect from a five-year-old boy.

			This makes me cry even more and his mother, Lizzie, squeezes my shoulder and tries to move Ronan away, but he keeps his grip of my hand and refuses to let it go.

			‘He’s fine,’ I tell Lizzie.

			After the burial, there’s a reception at one of the local hotels and, with the worst of the funeral over and having downed a large glass of wine, I begin to emerge from the fog that has enveloped me over the past few days, the fog that has softened the longing to call Sandy. Now, my mind clear but filled with pain and loss, I am desperate to hear his voice. I slip outside to a courtyard and dial his number.

			‘Louise.’

			The lack of expression in his voice hurts me almost as much as the loss of my mother does. The end of a marriage is another kind of bereavement and I’m still in mourning for it.

			‘Sandy, I . . . my . . .’ I start choking. I can’t finish what I’m trying to say.

			‘Louise, what’s wrong?’

			‘My mother died.’

			‘When? What happened?’

			‘A few days ago. It was lung cancer but it was very fast. We had no idea anything was wrong. I should have told you. I’m sorry – I didn’t know whether I was coming or going.’

			‘Oh, God, I’m sorry. I wish I’d known. Where are you now?’

			‘In Ireland. We buried her today.’

			‘Would you like me to come over? Is there anything I can do?’

			‘It’s all right . . . it’s over now. There’s not a lot else to be done at the moment. I’m not going to stay much longer. I can come back another time to sort her stuff out.’

			‘Are you staying with Angela?’

			‘Yes. She’s been great.’

			‘Will you let me know when you’re back?’

			‘Okay. I think I’d better go now. There are lots of people . . . I have to talk to them.’

			‘Call me when you’re back. Okay?’

			‘Okay.’

			There’s a faint thudding going on in my heart as I end the call. Talking to Sandy has brought no comfort. It has just reinforced my sense of having been cast adrift. I sit on one of the metal garden chairs and, to take my mind away from the nothingness of my marriage, I think about all the things I have to do.

			My mother told me during her final days in the hospital that she was leaving everything to me, everything being the small house she moved into after Dermot died and whatever money she had in the bank. I’ll have to go through her things and decide whether or not to sell the house. But these are tasks I can put off for a while. I can go back to London in the next few days and, after a month or two, return to Ireland to sort everything out.

			I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting there when Ursula appears.

			‘Oh, Lou, what are you doing out here? You’ll freeze to death without a coat.’

			‘I called Sandy.’

			‘And?’

			‘Nothing, really. He says to call him when I’m back in London.’

			‘Good. Now, let’s get you inside and warmed up.’

			My mother’s brother, Richard, comes over to talk to me with his son, Peter, who has driven him down from Dublin. I have no recollection of ever having met either of them, but Richard tells me he remembers me as a very small child.

			I’m not surprised when he tells me that he found out about my mother’s death when he read the notice Angela placed in the paper; people of a certain age in Ireland tend to go straight to the death notices before they read the news. But I am surprised when he tells me they had been in occasional contact over the years. She had never mentioned it. His name rarely came up.

			‘The last time we talked was during the summer. I had no idea she was so ill,’ he says.

			‘None of us did. She probably didn’t, either, until it was too late.’

			‘Still, I wish I had known. I might have been able to help.’

			Richard speaks in the light, refined tones of Dublin’s more affluent southern suburbs, as my mother did. I see the physical resemblance between them, too. Like my mother, he’s tall and, despite his age, moves lightly, fluidly. He’s a handsome man.

			‘I’m very sorry you had to deal with Marjorie’s death by yourself,’ he says.

			‘I had Angela. Dermot’s daughter. She was very good to my mother,’ I say, making the point that the person I have leaned on most is not a blood relative.

			He looks slightly uncomfortable, but I may be reading into his expression what I want to see. A quick calculation tells me that he must be close to eighty, but he wears his age well. Peter is a different type, shorter than his father and stockier. Probably a rugby player at whichever top boarding school he will have attended. His slightly florid complexion, bordered by dark hair that is flecked with grey, hints at future health issues. He won’t age as gracefully as his father. I almost feel sorry for him; clearly, neither of us has inherited the Redmond genes.

			As Richard and I talk, Peter smiles occasionally, his small and silent contribution to the short and difficult conversation. Perhaps he senses some hostility from me, or maybe he feels he has given enough of his time to the funeral of an aunt he didn’t know, because before very long he looks at his watch and apologises, saying they have to leave.

			Richard, looking somewhat relieved, says goodbye to me. But just as he starts to walk towards the door, he turns around and takes my hand.

			‘Will you come and see me in Dalkey, Louise?’ he says. ‘I have some photographs you might like to see.’

			I make a vague promise to visit him, but I have no intention of keeping it. He has never been part of my life. Why should I invite him into it now?

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I’m a bag of nerves as I walk to the solicitor’s office. Since the funeral, I’ve thought of little but this meeting and what I pray I’m going to hear.

			The will itself is straightforward. My mother has left me her entire estate, which consists of her house and about eighty thousand euro in a bank account. When Dermot died a few years ago, she sold the lovely, spacious house he had built for her, insisted on giving Angela most of the proceeds of the sale and bought a small two-bedroom cottage just outside Drogheda, on the south side of the river. She paid a lot for it. The Celtic Tiger was still roaring, house prices were going through the roof and people joked that, if you didn’t lock the gate behind you in the morning, you risked coming home in the evening to find that someone had built a new house in your garden.

			The solicitor stands up and stretches out his hand, saying he has another appointment shortly.

			‘Well, Louise, again, you have my condolences. She was a fine woman, your mother, always a pleasure to deal with. She knew her own mind. And at least she didn’t have a long-drawn-out illness. She didn’t suffer for too long.’

			‘That’s it? With the will, I mean? There’s nothing else?’ I ask.

			‘Were you expecting something else?’ He looks surprised by my question.

			‘I thought she might have left something . . . like a letter.’

			‘No, nothing like that. Everything is laid out in the will.’

			I want to weep with disappointment and frustration. I had hoped that, before she died, she would at least tell me the truth about the one thing I wanted and needed to know – how to find my father.

			*

			We were very self-contained, more like friends than parent and child, although she never really confided in me, never told me whether she was worried about anything. Before I started school, I wasn’t exactly a lonely child, but I was desperate for a sister, someone who was just like me. I used to daydream about what life would be like if I had one. Would we look alike? Would she be older or younger? Where would she sleep? My room was just big enough to accommodate a small single bed, so we would have had bunk beds. I used to imagine the whispered conversations we would have in the dark before falling asleep, she in the top bunk, me in the bottom.

			‘Mamma, why can’t I have a sister?’ I used to plead, and my mother would ask me why I wanted one. Weren’t we getting along very nicely as we were, just the two of us?

			‘I want someone to play with!’

			There was no answer to that. She could take me to all sorts of places and events – the zoo, the seaside, the circus, pantomimes at the Gaiety – but she couldn’t do anything to stop the envy I felt when I saw families laughing and playing together, parents and children calling out to each other as they climbed onto buses or spread out picnic rugs on the strand. 

			I wanted to know why we were different from other families, all of whom seemed to have fathers.

			She explained that she hadn’t been married to my father and that before I was born he had gone back to England, where he was from.

			‘Why?’

			‘Why what?’

			‘Why did he go to England?’

			‘He had to. I don’t remember why.’

			‘Can we go to see him?’

			‘No,’ she said. She didn’t know where he lived and it would be impossible to find him because his name was David Prescott and there were hundreds, maybe even thousands of David Prescotts in England.

			‘Why don’t you know where he lives?’

			‘I just don’t.’

			‘Maybe he’ll come to see us some day.’

			‘Oh, I don’t think so, my darling, because he didn’t know you were going to be born.’

			I was easily fobbed off. The questions remained in my head, but over time I asked them less often because I knew what her response would be.

			At the same time, as I became more aware of how other families operated, I became ashamed of not having a father I could talk about. I knew that acknowledging this would set me far apart from the other children at school, so I learned how to navigate around the issue. I became adept at dodging the kind of questions that might have put me on the spot. I never told lies. I just didn’t tell the entire truth.

			So if a classmate asked me something innocuous – like, ‘Where does your father work?’ – I would say I didn’t know, and then I would change the subject or ask her something about herself or her family. It always worked, and I learned at a very young age how easy it was to shift attention away from myself. Only Ursula knew the truth in those early days at primary school.

			We lived in a rented flat above a chemist’s shop in Drumcondra. There was really only one proper bedroom – the one my mother used. What I had was little more than a box room. I can see it now, a tiny space that could just about accommodate my bed and a door that didn’t open fully because the bed was in the way.

			I can still see my mother’s room in my mind’s eye, a red bedspread providing startling colour against the dark floorboards and wardrobe. I see her dressing table, her Coty lipstick and Max Factor powder compact, her necklaces and bracelets, the silver cigarette holder that she was never without.

			And if I close my eyes and lift my head just the tiniest bit, I can smell the perfume she wore, Calèche by Hermès. I wear it, too, but on me it smells different, powdery, not at all like the citrusy, woody scent that lingered in the air long after she had passed.

			*

			There was just one fisherman at Clogherhead’s little harbour. He sat quietly immobile, like a statue in shadow under the setting sun.

			We had been in the sea earlier, stepping carefully over the stones as the incoming tide washed around our ankles and then our knees, shrieking as the sea bed dropped away suddenly and we were beyond our depth, left momentarily flailing before we got the measure of the waves. We stayed long after all the other families, one by one, had gathered up their picnic blankets and baskets, disassembled their striped windbreakers and gone away, leaving the strand bare and quiet except for the sound of the waves.

			‘I think we’ve missed the last bus, so we’re not going to get home tonight,’ my mother said, looking at her watch. ‘It looks like we’ll have to stay here.’

			My eyes widened with excitement. ‘On the strand?’

			‘No, I don’t think that would be a good idea. We’ll find a bed and breakfast. Now, will we have a walk down to the harbour before we go back to the village?’

			We walked along the pier, my mother and the lone fisherman exchanging silent nods of greeting as we passed him. I broke away from her to peer into the bucket beside him. It was empty.

			‘Did you not catch any fish?’ I asked him.

			‘Louise! Don’t be so bold,’ she said. ‘Don’t mind her,’ she said to the fisherman. ‘She gets overexcited when we get out of Dublin.’

			‘Louise,’ he said, addressing me. ‘That’s a very nice name.’

			A long time later, when the sun had stopped shining and the water had turned from sapphire blue to granite, the man and my mother were still talking and I was beginning to regret that I had started them off on this long conversation. Eventually, my mother said it was probably time for us to go.

			‘Off back to Dublin?’ the man asked.

			‘Not until tomorrow. We missed the bus, so we thought we’d stay in a B & B tonight and have another day. It’s not often you get days like this in Ireland, is it?’

			‘Indeed, it’s not. We’ve been long due a good summer,’ the fisherman said. ‘Have you got a B & B arranged already or would you like me to recommend one?’

			‘It would be great if you could recommend one.’

			I rolled my eyes upwards. I knew where this was leading. Men were always trying to talk to my mother, and she was always polite, always friendly, but gave them no real encouragement, told them nothing about herself. So I was a bit surprised when she let him drive us in his car to a farmhouse that he said took in guests. She had always told me not to talk to strangers and now here we were in a car with one.

			They chatted on in the front of the car and I sat quietly in the back, looking out through the window at the change from coast to farmland, but keeping an ear on their conversation.

			Eventually, the car stopped in front of a big farmhouse, whitewashed and thatched. A black-and-white collie raced around from the back of the house, barking excitedly as we got out of the car.

			The front door of the house opened and a big, agricultural-looking woman wearing an apron came out.

			‘Dermot, how are you? You’re looking well,’ she said, before acknowledging my mother and me. She gave us a funny look, I thought.

			‘I’m grand, thanks, Delia. You’re looking well yourself. Now, this is Mrs Redmond and her daughter, Louise, and I’ve told them you have the finest rooms in Clogherhead,’ he said.

			‘He’s full of plámás,’ the woman said, but her face was beaming, basking in the flattery.

			Inside, the floor was made of big stone slabs and we had to walk down a hallway to get to the stairs at the back of the house. I wasn’t too impressed, but my mother said what a lovely old house it was and how marvellous that Delia hadn’t covered up the stone with linoleum or carpet.

			‘You’re not from around here, then?’ Delia asked, picking up on my mother’s tone and neutral accent.

			‘No,’ my mother said. ‘We live in Dublin.’

			Another odd look from Delia. My mother didn’t seem to notice, but I did.

			The room had sloping ceilings, a wardrobe and one big bed. The windows were low and set deep into the walls, and when I looked out, my heart leaped with delight at the sight of a donkey lazily cropping the grass in a small field at the back of the house.

			‘It’s a lovely room,’ my mother said, sitting on the bed. ‘We’ll be very comfortable here.’

			Delia handed my mother some towels.

			‘Have you no bag with you?’ she asked. It sounded like a reprimand.

			My mother laughed. ‘No. Actually, we just came for the day but missed the bus that would have got us back to Drogheda in time for the last train to Dublin.’

			I could tell that Delia wasn’t impressed.

			‘I’ll leave you to it, so,’ she said, turning to leave the room.

			My mother took a comb out of her handbag and ran it first through her hair and then through mine. She stood in front of the mirror and put lipstick on. I wondered why she was doing that, but said nothing.

			‘Come on,’ she said, taking my hand. ‘Let’s go.’

			Delia was at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for us to come down. She rattled through the rules of the house. Guests were not admitted after ten at night, breakfast would be served at such and such a time and, as we were only staying one night, we would have to be out by eleven the following day.

			‘That’s no problem,’ my mother said, all smiles.

			I was put out to see that Dermot was still there. He rose from the chair he was sitting in when he saw us.

			‘I’ll have them back to you long before you close the door for the night, Delia,’ he said.

			He took us to a restaurant, stopping at a small shop on the way so that my mother could buy toothbrushes and toothpaste. The restaurant wasn’t in the village. It was a big place, set back from what seemed to be a main road. It was full of people, some of them dressed up, others wearing ordinary clothes. My mother and Dermot ordered steak. I wanted steak, too, but my mother said it would be too much for me, so I had to have fish fingers and chips from the children’s menu.

			I spent the evening trying to ignore what I could see going on between them. They were drinking red wine and I noticed that her eyes were bright and dancing and that she and Dermot looked at each other a lot. I wondered what she saw in him. He looked a bit like her favourite film star, Paul Newman, and he was about the same age – old. He had a nice voice, though, and if I didn’t look at him and his wrinkly old face, he sounded much younger.

			He took us back to the farmhouse and I thought, Good, that’s that. But then I heard him say he would pick us up in the morning and take us around the Boyne Valley, and I had a feeling that things were going to be different from now on.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			It’s my last night in Ireland and the family all turn up at Lizzie’s for an early dinner. I shouldn’t have favourites, but I can’t help it. Brigid is adorable, the sweetest little three-year-old you could imagine, but Ronan cracks me up with his naughty little face and the things he says and does. He doesn’t mean to be funny and gets cross when we all laugh. Now, he’s tired and starting to become tetchy, and Lizzie says she’ll put him to bed. She comes downstairs after a few minutes.

			‘He wants you to tell him a story, Louise,’ she says. ‘Do you mind?’

			‘Not at all. What’s he into these days?’

			‘His current favourite is Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. It’s on the top of the pile.’

			Ronan is already tipping into sleep and struggling to stay awake for his story when I go into the room. I sit down on the side of the bed with the book. It won’t take more than a couple of pages before he’s out for the count. But he doesn’t want Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.

			‘Tell me about the Sandman, Auntie Louise,’ he says.

			‘Wow, Ronan, how do you know about the Sandman? I don’t think I’ve told you about him before.’

			‘Mammy told me.’

			‘Well, let’s see if I can do as well as your mammy. Are you ready?’

			He nods.

			‘Now, you know how sometimes you wake up and you rub your eyes?’

			He nods his head as vigorously as he can. It’s such an effort that I have to suppress an urge to laugh.

			‘That means that the Sandman has been to see you.’

			‘Why does he come?’

			‘Because sometimes little boys and girls are far too excited to sleep, so the Sandman comes and sprinkles the finest sand into their eyes and they can’t help but fall asleep.’

			‘Will he come to see me tonight?’

			‘That will depend on whether you’re asleep or not. He might.’

			‘Will the sand hurt my eyes?’

			‘Goodness, no. It’s the finest sand you can imagine. It’s made of gold and it’s so fine you can’t even see it. And once the Sandman sprinkles it into your eyes, you’ll be asleep before you know it, and you’ll have the most wonderful dreams. What would you like to dream about?’

			He doesn’t answer. He’s already fast asleep.

			‘That was quick,’ Lizzie says when I go back downstairs. ‘He must have been really knackered. Charlie tends to keep him going a bit longer than other stories. I was afraid you might have been stuck up there with him for ages while he moidered you with questions.’

			‘He didn’t want Charlie. He asked me to tell him about the Sandman. I was a bit surprised. I haven’t thought about that story for years.’

			‘No, but I have,’ Lizzie says. ‘You used to tell it to us when you were babysitting for Ma and Da. It came into my head out of the blue a while ago and I’ve told it to him a couple of times. He’s fascinated by it. It’s the kind of story kids don’t get told these days.’

			Rosie pipes up with her own recollections of the times I had looked after them as children. ‘Do you remember the time you took us to see Oliver Plunkett’s head, down in St Peter’s, and Ma was so pissed off? Weren’t you, Ma?’

			‘I certainly was!’ Angela says. ‘Severed heads are no things to be showing small children, even if they belong to saints and are a few hundred years old.’

			‘But they begged me to take them to see it! It wasn’t my idea.’

			‘Sure, didn’t we all grow up lighting candles in front of it,’ Joe says. ‘And divil a bit of harm it did us, either. Did you have nightmares, girls? You did not.’

			‘I have to admit,’ I say, ‘that it was the first thing I showed Sandy when I brought him here to meet Mamma and Dermot! I told him to close his eyes as we walked up the side aisle and count to ten before opening them – by which time I’d snuck away.’

			The girls shriek with laughter and I join in. It’s a good feeling.

			*

			Angela drives me to the airport. It’s a beautiful day, cold and bright, and the watery light of the winter sun brings out the colours of the fields and farmland, the deepest greens, the darkest yellows. It’s the kind of day that makes you want to stay in Ireland forever.

			As we pull up in front of the terminal, Angela leans across and hugs me and I disintegrate into tears. It feels like a severing.

			She turns the engine back on. ‘I’m not leaving you here like this. I’m going to put this thing in the car park and I’ll come in with you,’ she says.

			I hate goodbyes. Maybe it’s an Irish thing, the last-minute rush of emotion that never fails to hit as you realise you’re leaving yet again. I like to jump out of the car with a quick wave and rush into the terminal without a backward glance. But, this time, I’m grateful that she’s going to stay with me until it’s time for me to walk through the barrier.

			We sit at one of the cafés on the departures floor and reminisce about my mother.

			‘I have to admit it was a bit of a shock when my father called me in Liverpool to say he was getting married. I’d just come off a night shift at the hospital and I was exhausted, and there he was telling me he’d met a woman he was going to marry, and my own mother only a few years dead. I burst into tears,’ Angela says.

			I smile. I hadn’t been too happy, either, when my mother told me she was going to marry Dermot and we were going to go and live with him.

			‘And when I met her for the first time, I thought she was a bit too full of herself, a bit too expensive looking and far too young for my father. There was a good fifteen years between them.’

			I can’t help laughing now. My mother was expensive looking. I didn’t know what style was when I was young, but she had it. She could buy a cheap scarf at Clerys or Arnotts and loop it around her neck in a way that made her look like a film star or one of those models you saw on the covers of magazines.

			‘I was convinced he was making a big mistake,’ Angela says, encouraged by my laughter. ‘And I don’t think I was the only one. It was a lot for my father to take on, a single mother – we called them “unmarried mothers” in those days – and a ten-year-old child. But they made a great go of it. He was floundering after my mother died and Marjorie turned out to be the best thing that happened to him.’

			‘He was good for her, too. He was lovely. I still miss him,’ I say, and the tears come back into my eyes. ‘Sorry, sorry, I’m such a mess at the moment.’

			‘That’s not surprising,’ she says softly. ‘You’ve had a lot on your plate. First Sandy going and now your mother.’

			‘Yeah, I know. But it feels like more than that. It’s as if I’ve lost everything that’s been keeping me on an even keel and I have nothing left inside. And after I saw Mamma’s brother the other day at the funeral, I kept thinking about all the things I should have asked her and won’t be able to now.’

			‘Like what?’

			‘Like what her life was like before she had me, for a start. Who her friends were. Whether she got on with her brother. And . . . well, you know . . . my father.’

			Angela nods. ‘It’s a shame she never talked to you about all that.’

			‘I used to ask her to tell me what he was like, what he looked like, but she always managed to make me feel I was being a pest, asking too many questions. I used to ask her where he lived and she always said she didn’t know.’

			‘Maybe she didn’t.’

			‘Maybe. But I never really believed her. I think she knew exactly where he was and just didn’t want me to have any contact with him. Anyway, you know how it is – you come up against a brick wall over and over again and eventually you give up. I just hoped she might have left something with the solicitor, a letter or even just a piece of paper with his address on it.’

			‘It’s an awful pity my own father is gone. He might have been able to tell you a lot. I always had a feeling he knew much more than he let on. Of course, we all knew that your mother wasn’t married to your father, but it just wasn’t talked about. What about your uncle, though? Would you not think about talking to him?’

			‘I don’t know . . . He did ask me to visit him, but I wasn’t planning to. I hardly know him. Do you think I should?’

			‘I do. This has been on your mind for a long time, and now you have a chance to do something about it. Richard is your only blood relative and he’s not getting any younger. Maybe he’ll be able to fill in a few gaps for you. And you might even get to like him. He seems a nice man.’

			‘I might go to see him when I come back.’

			‘Good woman. Now, you’d better be getting yourself through the gate. God bless. And we’ll see you at Christmas.’

			I walk through security and turn around to wave at Angela. She waves back but doesn’t move. I know she will stand there until I disappear from sight.

			*

			Back in London, it’s lashing rain and the streets are dark and empty. Threatening. Only a few hours ago, I had been surrounded by Keaveneys. Angela and Joe, their daughters, Lizzie and Rosie, and their husbands and children. The flat feels cold, as if no one has lived in it for a long time. It looks cold, too, like one of those short-term rentals that you stay in for a while and walk away from without leaving anything of yourself behind. And yet everything Sandy and I put into it is still here. The paintings on the walls, the floorboards painted white, the big blue linen-covered sofas in the sitting room, the bed that’s so huge we used to joke about inviting our friends over for a picnic in it. But there’s nothing left of him, not even the smell of the old-fashioned aftershave he wears, Antaeus. It’s as if there’s nothing left of us.

			I don’t even take my coat off before I pick up the phone. He told me to call him when I got back. But his number just rings and rings and a feeling of desolation sweeps over me as I put the phone down. This is the way it’s going to be, I tell myself. I have to get used to being without him. But I can’t help wishing and hoping that something will change, that we’ll somehow get back to how we used to be.

			In just a few weeks, it will be my forty-third birthday.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The eleventh of December. My birthday. I have no great wish to celebrate my forty-three years. Trying to cope with the breakdown of my marriage and agonising over whether we can ever put it together again has been tough enough. Now, waking up every morning with the awful knowledge that I will never see my mother again, I feel as if I’m drowning. I haven’t been able to work. Even if I was able to haul myself to the studios, I don’t think I could cope if any of my singers turned up with something sad. They’ve been great. They send me texts saying they hope I’m all right and that they’re looking forward to seeing me again soon. Ursula, though, says I can’t just keep drawing down what I’ve got in the bank and the sooner I start working again the better. And, she keeps telling me, I mustn’t cut people off for too long.

			So she has insisted on getting a bunch of friends together at the Italian wine bar. All I have to do is turn up.

			I lie in bed far longer than I should, feeling sorry for myself and wondering about the point of it all. London seems empty now that Sandy has taken himself out of my life. I hadn’t even wanted to come here in the first place; I had done what my mother had told me I should do – as I had always done, whether her intentions were overt or hidden. Had I not met Sandy, I might not have stayed. But, then, where would I have gone?

			I stay in the bed for most of the morning, but I don’t sleep. If I don’t get up, if I don’t even speak, if I maintain silence and darkness, it will be as if time isn’t allowed to move forward. I do a lot of that, these days. Ursula tells me it’s a kind of depression and I should get help, talk to a bereavement counsellor or even a psychotherapist. I always tell her I’ll think about it, but to myself I say, No way.

			The light coming in through the chink in the curtains eventually becomes so bright that I push the covers away, drag myself out of the bed and into the bathroom to be shocked awake by the strong jet of the shower.

			I make a plan of action for the day, although it’s not much of a plan and there isn’t much action involved. At some point, I’ll wander down to the high-end boutiques on Westbourne Grove and treat myself to new clothes, something edgy, something to declare that I may be forty-three, but I look every bit as good as a thirty-year-old.

			The flowers arrive around midday as I’m drinking my umpteenth cup of coffee – a big bunch of flowers. The colours are dramatic – dark red and pink and purple. I know they’re not from Ursula. They must be from Angela and Joe. But when I look at the card that accompanies them and see that they’re from Sandy, my heart leaps. And then I feel deflated when I remember that Sandy has always sent me roses on my birthday. I try to work out what these non-roses mean.

			I think back to last year and the long-stemmed crimson roses. Twenty-four of them. So things must have been all right then, I think, throwing myself into yet another frenzied examination of my failed marriage, going over the same events, trying to remember the words that were said and the ones that weren’t, the looks that were exchanged, the times he looked away. I want to be able to stick pins on to an imaginary graph charting the collapse that must have taken time but which seems to have happened almost overnight.

			At what point did things start to go wrong and were there warning signs I ignored or just didn’t notice? I analyse, deconstruct, hypothesise. If only I had done this. If I hadn’t done that. I turn my attention to the card and try to contain the flicker of hope it lights, pinch it out before it becomes too strong. But it’s too late. Louise, with love, Sandy.

			I should take the words with love at face value: a warm message from my estranged husband on my birthday. We have, after all, seen each other since I came back from Ireland. He has been supportive, calling me every few days to make sure I’m all right. These enquiries – I stop short of calling them conversations – have a certain tone to them, a caring tone. But they make me feel like a patient talking to her doctor, rather than a wife, even a separated one, talking to her husband. So, when I read the words on the card, I fill them with meaning and hope, and when the phone rings an hour or so later, I’m on high doh.

			It’s Sandy, his Scottish burr like music to me as he wishes me a happy birthday.

			‘Thanks for the flowers. They’re lovely,’ I tell him, now full of certainty that the flowers and the message accompanying them must signify some kind of turning point.

			I wait to hear him say that he misses me, after all, and that maybe we can try to pick up the pieces of our broken marriage and put them together again. But he doesn’t. So I start telling him about the party that Ursula has arranged and, buoyed by the arrival of the flowers and the message on the card, suggest that he might like to come, if he’s not busy.

			‘I’m sorry, Lou, but I’m about to catch a plane.’

			‘Another conference?’

			‘Another conference. Well, happy birthday again. I hope you have a terrific party.’

			Yeah, right. I put the phone down without saying goodbye.

			*

			The party is in full swing at the Italian wine bar when I get there and I feel I’m drowning in the sea of faces. And then I see Ursula among the crowd and I want to throw my arms around her, shower her with thanks for having always been there for me. Ursula, on the other hand, looks more than a little cross when she sees me saunter in, not only very late but also slightly the worse for wear after the half bottle of wine I’ve drunk to shore up my defences. I’ve never been a big drinker, but the twin catastrophe of losing my husband and my mother has dealt my sobriety a blow and, as the evening goes on, I manage to down a few more drinks.

			‘I love the hair,’ Ursula says. ‘It suits you. Takes years off you. Fabulous jacket, too. I’m glad to see you’ve been treating yourself – for a change.’

			In the afternoon, on a whim, I had walked into a hairdressing salon and asked the stylist to decide what kind of cut would work for me and to get on with it. I had nothing to lose. Hair grows and, over the past few months, mine had grown so much that I had taken to wearing it pulled back into a ponytail or scrunched into an unruly up-do. But I liked the cut the hairdresser gave me, short and spiky and gamine, nothing I would ever have imagined might suit me.

			And, to celebrate the haircut, I had spent a small fortune on new clothes. A dark green leather jacket, a long and tight-fitting black cashmere jumper, black jeans and narrow ankle boots. The boots were almost flat, which was just as well, because any more of a heel and I would have had trouble staying upright.

			‘Let’s drink to that!’ I say, taking a bottle and filling up my glass.

			‘Do you not think you’ve had enough?’

			‘Oh, for God’s sake, Ursula! That’s a bit of a joke, coming from you. Pot? Kettle? Anyway, it’s my birthday, and no, I don’t think I’ve had nearly enough. Now, if you don’t mind, I have to go to the loo.’

			The Sandy lookalike I pass on the way to the loo stops me in my tracks, and for a moment I’m persuaded that my estranged husband has turned up, after all. But it’s not Sandy. He’s a lot younger and, as I discover when I examine him more closely, he doesn’t really look like Sandy at all. But he’s not unattractive. He’ll do. I chat to him for a while, my confidence boosted sky high by the booze and by his telling me that I remind him of a short-haired Sandra Bullock, and then I go back to my party. But I know he’ll be waiting for me when I leave. And he is.

			With all the food I’ve eaten, I’ve sobered up enough to feel the disapproval of my friends as I wave goodbye to them and stagger back to my flat in Ladbroke Grove with my new friend. He, too, has had a lot to drink. He has waited for me, and now that we are inside my flat, he’s eager for action. My enthusiasm has waned with tiredness. But I’m feeling confident. Here’s someone who wants me, even if Sandy doesn’t. And so I make all the moves I am supposed to make, all the usual sounds as we grind against each other. But when I pull away from him, I feel empty of everything but self-disgust.

			I shunt him out of the flat, telling him my husband will be home any minute. He stares at me in drunken astonishment.

			‘You’re . . . nuts,’ he manages to say, struggling to get into his coat as I ease him out on to the steps and close the door behind him.

			Tomorrow I’ll make the phone calls to Ursula and the others. I’ll apologise for abandoning them and walking off with a stranger.

			I have an excuse; I’ve had to deal with too much loss all at once and alcohol has given me a temporary respite from it, but I’m all too aware that this has not been my finest hour.

			*

			‘Sorry about last night. I didn’t behave well,’ I tell Ursula on the phone.

			‘So you bloody well should be. I hope you have the mother and father of all hangovers and that it lasts for a week.’

			‘I have a hangover and it’s horrible. So am I forgiven now?’

			‘I’ll think about it. But, really, Lou, how could you go off with a stranger? He could have been a serial killer.’

			‘But he wasn’t, was he? I’m a good judge of character.’

			‘Yeah, and I’m sure a lot of women killed by charmers who turned out to be serial killers thought they were good judges of character, too,’ she says drily.

			‘Well, I seem to recall that you’ve wandered off with a few strangers in your time,’ I mutter.

			‘Lou, I know this is a hard time for you, but don’t make it worse by doing stuff like that. Okay?’

			‘All right,’ I say. ‘Look, I’m starving. I haven’t had anything to eat since breakfast. I don’t suppose you fancy meeting up for lunch? My treat.’

			We meet at one of the cafés on Westbourne Grove and order food. I start to ask for a bottle of white wine, but Ursula jumps in and tells the waiter we’re going to have two glasses, small ones. I protest, telling her that it’s cheaper to order a bottle than to order four glasses.

			‘We’re not having four glasses. We’re having two, one each, and you’re lucky I’m letting you have even one,’ she says.

			Ursula is bossy, but I give in. She’s right. I’ve been drinking too much for too many weeks. It’s time to cut back.

			‘Any word from Sandy?’

			‘Not since yesterday morning. He called to wish me a happy birthday. God, Ursula, don’t ever let slip to him that I . . .’

			‘That you shagged some stranger? It’s none of his business. But don’t worry, I won’t. So what’s the latest? I suppose you’re still hoping he’ll come back?’

			I shake my head at first. I try to keep telling myself that there’s no hope of saving my marriage, that it’s finished and that I have to move on. But that’s not what I feel deep down. I would have him back in a trice.

			‘I still don’t understand why he left, what I did to make him leave. I asked him if he’d met someone else and he said he hadn’t,’ I say.

			She nods her head up and down. She has heard it all before, over and over.

			‘Oh, fuck, Ursula, I miss him so much.’

			Ursula doesn’t do soft. She either says what she thinks, which is most of the time, or she keeps quiet. You never have to wonder where you are with her.

			‘It really pisses me off when you keep talking about what you may have done to make him leave. I hate to upset you, Lou, but there probably was a woman. There always is. “Space” my arse – men make their own space all the time, no matter where they are, and women have to fit into it. They’re all liars, even men like Sandy. They can’t help it. It’s just the way they are. And they can’t bear to take the blame, so they learn how to make women feel guilty. Don’t do this to yourself,’ she says.

			Easier said than done. It doesn’t take much effort to recall the moods and silences that led up to the night Sandy told me he was moving out for a while. I had been tearing my hair out for weeks on end, wondering what was going on. Whenever I asked him if he was all right, I got a curt ‘I’m fine’ in response. Or he might say, ‘I have a lot on at the moment.’ It didn’t occur to me that he was preparing to leave.

			On what turned out to be his last night in our flat, he was monosyllabic and I was a bag of nerves, treading on eggshells around him. We were in the middle of supper when he told me he needed some space for a while.

			‘What do you mean, “space”?’ I stared at him.

			‘Just that . . . I need a bit of time by myself. It’s not you,’ he said, not looking directly at me.

			‘Sandy, for God’s sake, we’re married! We’ve been married for ten years and suddenly you’re talking about needing space. You’re not a child.’

			I had raised my voice, but I wasn’t shouting at that point. And then another thought struck me and I did shout.

			‘You’re having an affair! That’s it, isn’t it?’

			‘There’s no one else involved in this. I’m trying to tell you something and you’re blowing it out of proportion.’

			‘I’m blowing it out of proportion? You’re my husband and you’re telling me you don’t want to be around me. Jesus, Sandy, you’ve been like a month of wet Sundays for ages and I’ve stood back and worried but said nothing, and now you spring this on me. Don’t play games with me. Just tell me the truth. Have you met someone else?’

			He still didn’t look at me directly, just sighed and shook his head.

			‘This isn’t about anyone else. It’s . . . hard to explain, but I need a bit of time by myself. I think we both need a break. We’ve needed one for a while.’

			My head reeled in shock. I didn’t need a break from him, but he had made the decision for both of us, so at that point there was nothing I could do but give in. I couldn’t prevent him from leaving. So, defeated, I wept quietly and he held me for a few minutes. Contained for that short time in his arms, sobbing against his chest, I felt a tiny surge of hope that he would change his mind and stay. But he packed a few things in a holdall and left, saying he was going to stay at the flat of a colleague, Geoff, who was doing a stint abroad with a charity.

			‘The break will do us good,’ he said, and for a moment I believed him. But as he walked out the door, I saw something in his face that looked like relief and I knew my marriage was over.

			A shattering of glass brings me back to the present. Startled, I look around and see a child being dragged away from one of the nearby tables by a man I take to be his father, his high-pitched screams drowning out every other sound. Other diners are staring at the family, some in sympathy, most in disapproval.

			‘The little brat obviously wasn’t getting enough attention, so he flung out his arm and sent everything flying. If I owned a restaurant, I’d ban children completely,’ Ursula says. ‘Now, aren’t you glad you don’t have one of those to deal with? At least you can start again without having to worry about how the kids are coping.’

			When I was very young it had never occurred to me that I wouldn’t have children of my own. That was what happened when girls grew up. They got married and had children, and that was the future I had assumed for myself. I had even thought about names for these children I would have, names that changed depending on which book I was reading at the time or which film I had seen.

			I had watched Angela’s girls grow up, fall in love and marry. When they became pregnant, I was thrilled. And when Ronan and Brigid came on the scene, I was filled with love for them. 
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