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    Chapter One




    Phoebe looked down on the rain-shrouded mourners. She was too far from the grave to make out the cleric’s words; the only noise she could hear was the rhythmic sound of wheels on wet tarmac coming from the flyover behind the cemetery wall.




    Her long red hair whipped against her freckled cheeks in the wind and the heels of the unfamiliar shoes were sinking into the sodden turf; mud began to ooze inside, they would no doubt be ruined. Phoebe hoped Nola wouldn’t be too annoyed. She wrapped the thin, black jacket around her tiny frame. It was at least four sizes too big; Nola had shoved it at her when Phoebe arrived at her house earlier on.




    ‘Here, you’d better borrow my work jacket, you can’t possibly go to a funeral in your old parka, and take off those awful boots and I’ll get you my patent shoes.’




    Phoebe had reluctantly shrugged on the jacket and put on the shoes. Her sister had looked her up and down with arms folded across a suit that strained at all the seams, ‘You could have at least have done something with that mane of hair of yours and put some make-up on. You look terrible, and you really need to get more meat on your bones. No wonder you haven’t had a boyfriend for years.’




    As the wind and rain increased Phoebe shivered and Nola’s words echoed in her head. She wished for the thousandth time that she could tell someone the truth




    Below her she could just make out the crow-like figure of Sandra – black coat flapping around her gym-honed figure, ash-blonde hair scraped tightly back, her expression agonised. Phoebe thought her role as grieving widow could have won an Oscar; there was no doubting that she was the star of the show. Beside Sandra stood the twins, their small white faces stark against their funeral clothes; a lump rose in Phoebeʼs throat at the sight of the two little girls. She knew how they would be feeling; lost, confused, frightened. She had felt the same, standing, shivering beside her sister all those years before. Phoebe wanted to scoop them up and take them away, wasn’t it bad enough that their father had died? They shouldn’t have to witness him being lowered into the cold, dark ground.




    Suddenly, Sandra covered her face with her hands and turned away from the open grave. She seemed to crumple into the line of mourners behind her; their inky forms enclosed her in a cocoon of black umbrellas and supportive embraces until she had completely disappeared.




    In the distance Phoebe could see the large figure of her sister Nola detaching herself from Steve’s side and moving to join the others until she too was absorbed by the tight group.




    Phoebe stood very still. Around her people had started moving, walking up the hill, slowly at first, then hurrying as the ground levelled out. Their waiting cars would take them to the brightly lit function room of the local pub where, as they dried out and filled themselves with sandwiches and tea and pints of beer, they’d go over and over it all again – almost relishing the tragic set of circumstances that had led to David’s death.




    Victoria Leach touched Phoebe’s arm with a bony, blue-veined hand.




    ‘You’re soaking,’ Victoria said. ‘Didn’t you bring an umbrella, foolish girl?’ Phoebe didn’t reply. She had taught in the classroom next door to Victoria’s for over three years, but she had never managed to get over the feeling that the older woman thought of her as just another silly pupil rather than a fellow teacher and colleague. Phoebe looked at Victoria’s lips – two thin lines of orange lipstick. They were moving; she was talking but Phoebe couldn’t hear the words, only a gushing sound, like water filling up her head, blocking out the world around her. Suddenly words burst through again.




    ‘It’s such a shame we couldn’t have had a bit of sunshine to see him off,’ Victoria sounded almost cheerful. ‘This wet weather makes it all seem even worse.’




    Even worse? Phoebe wanted to scream the words back at her. How could it be even worse? But she remained silent, not trusting herself to speak. Victoria began to move away.




    ‘Are you coming to The Kings Arms?’ she called. Phoebe shook her head. Victoria stopped. ‘You could at least come for half an hour. To show a bit of respect. He was the headmaster, Phoebe.’




    ‘I can’t believe you couldn’t even be bothered to come to the pub afterwards.’ Nola filled the kettle in Phoebe’s tiny kitchen. ‘I don’t think poor Sandra was in a fit state to notice who was there, but, all the same, you could have made the effort.’ Nola searched through Phoebe’s cupboards for tea bags, white jeans stretched tight over her thighs as she crouched down on the wooden floor. ‘Don’t forget that he gave you your job, though probably with a hefty prod from Sandra.’ Phoebe sat at the table, still in her pyjamas and dressing gown, her unbrushed hair a mass of auburn tangles. She stared mutely at her sister.




    ‘Honestly, Phoebe, when did you last go shopping?’ Nola stood up. ‘No wonder you’re so skinny.ʼ She looked disdainfully around the cramped kitchen. ʻI don’t know why I’m thinking of making tea anyway, all your mugs need washing up and I suspect you haven’t a drop of milk in the fridge. I know you’re domestically challenged but this is worse than usual. Are you ill?’




    Phoebe realised she had been unconsciously twisting at the cuff of her dressing gown so tightly her wrist hurt. When she released it she saw an indented ring of red left on her skin. She thought of the bracelet David had given her for her birthday – a thin string of silver links interspersed with red glass hearts.




    Nola sat down at the table and her ample chest spilled out in front of her like a shelf. Phoebe looked down at her own small breasts beneath her dressing gown and remembered how the bitchy girls at school used to call her Flat Phoebe. She’d once gone home in tears but Nola had simply told her to stuff some socks in her bra and stop being such a drip.




    Nola let out a sigh and ran her hands through her messy blonde bob.




    ‘Poor David, I can’t stop thinking about him.’




     For the first time Phoebe could see that her sister’s dark brown roots contained a scattering of grey. She kept noticing little things like this, tiny, inconsequential things that grabbed her attention for a few seconds, offering brief respite from the painful thoughts until a deluge of misery engulfed her again.




    Nola reached into her handbag and brought out two packets of M&Ms. She pushed one towards Phoebe.




    ‘My secret stash of bribes for the children. When all else fails, throw chocolate at them.’ She ripped the shiny brown packet apart and Phoebe noticed the tiny broken veins on her sister’s plump, pink cheeks. ‘The diet can start again tomorrow. Steve thinks I’ve gone to the gym; he’s taken the kids swimming. I just couldn’t face the gym, it’s bad enough having to exercise without everyone asking questions, ʻHow is Sandra? How are the girls? How are they coping?’ Honestly! How do people think Sandra is? She’s lost her husband; she’s devastated, in pieces. I can’t see how she’ll ever recover from this.’




    Phoebe thought of the rows that David had told her about, the plate of macaroni cheese he said had hit his back as he walked out the door to go to the last governors’ meeting, the wine bottle smashed against the kitchen wall, his cold and lonely nights in the spare bedroom, the empty silences at mealtimes – was that what Sandra would miss? Or did she feel regret? Guilt? Phoebe had noticed the way Sandra flirted with the teachers’ husbands at staff get-togethers, she’d seen the way she danced with Steve at his and Nolaʼs last New Yearʼs Eve party. You make me feel like dancing, romancing … Sandra had sung along loudly with the Nolans while shimmying around a delighted-looking Steve. What did she feel now? Phoebe wondered if Sandra had the throbbing pain in her chest. Had she lost all sense of taste and touch? Did she have to remind herself to keep breathing, to keep taking breaths when everything inside her longed to give up?




    ‘Are you not eating these?’ Nola picked up the unopened packet of M&Ms still lying on the table between them. Phoebe managed to shake her head before Nola opened it and poured half the contents into her palm. ‘Sandra and David were together for so long,’ she said through a mouthful of chocolate. ‘Do you remember that first time she brought him to visit us? They were on their way to the airport, off to spend the summer travelling round India – I was so jealous, she seemed to have it all, gorgeous boyfriend, university, the chance to travel to somewhere so much more exotic than a caravan park in Tenby.’ Nola poured the rest of the chocolates directly into her mouth. ‘I was eight months pregnant with Amy, felt like a whale – I had no idea I’d still be feeling like that twelve years later.’ She pulled her cardigan tightly over her stomach.




    ‘We had a barbecue,’ said Phoebe quietly. ‘You thought Steve was going to set the hedge on fire.’




    ‘That’s right,’ Nola laughed. ‘We’d only just moved in, the garden was awful; overgrown and full of piles of builder’s rubble. I’m surprised you remember; I’d have thought you’d have been moping about in your bedroom taping the Top 40 or something. Steve was in charge of the cooking, he put on a terrible PVC apron with a bra and frilly knickers printed on the front – I was so embarrassed. I can still see him now, wielding flaming sausages, pretending to be some sort of fire eater, assuring us they were cooked when really they were stone cold in the middle.’ Nola smiled. ‘David was so funny; he told us stories about his tent getting washed away by rain at the Glastonbury Festival. He did some trick I can’t quite remember – something circusy, I think he’d done a circus workshop on his gap year in Australia. Was it plate-spinning?’




    Juggling, it had been juggling . The images of that summer evening were still vivid in Phoebe’s mind. She had been fifteen and wearing her baggy camouflage jeans. David had juggled with Steve’s barbecue tongs, fish-slice, and fork – stainless steel flashing against the empty blue expanse of sky. Steve had tried not to look upstaged and ended up looking grumpy. Phoebe thought that David was the most wonderful human being she had ever seen.




    ‘Life’s too short to get tied down, ’ he had said as he helped her wash the dishes later on. ‘ You’ve got to grab each day and live it to the full, see the world, meet people, experience as much as you can.’ He’d pushed back his mane of sun-streaked hair and Phoebe had looked at the tattoo around his bicep and the bright white shark’s tooth necklace around his neck and wondered what it would be like to wake up beside him in a muddy field in Glastonbury.




    ‘I can’t get the image of those poor little girls out of my head.’ Nola had heaved herself  up and was running hot water into the sink, swirling Fairy liquid into a froth of bubbles before starting to wash the pile of dirty mugs and glasses. ‘Did you see them at the funeral? Did you see the twins?’ She turned to look at Phoebe. ‘They’re not much older than you were when the accident happened. You were too young to remember but I’ll never forget how it felt.’




    Phoebe closed her eyes; she could see her ten-year-old self standing beside Nola. Her wild red curls had been pulled into two tight plaits by unfamiliar hands and she had felt hot and uncomfortable in a borrowed black coat. Her eyes flew open at the memory of the three wooden coffins disappearing one by one into the ground.




    ‘Don’t forget you’re baby-sitting for us tonight.’ Nola was drying her hands on a tea towel covered with two hundred happy faces; it had been Phoebe’s idea to get the tea towels printed, every child in the school drew a self portrait and there had been a competition to draw pictures of the staff. It had raised over £1,000. David had told her she was fantastic. ‘If you don’t feel well enough then Amy and Ruben could come round here, watch telly with you.’ Nola was using the tea towel to rub at a stain on her cardigan. ‘Tell you what; we’ll bring round fish and chips when we drop them off. You look like you need feeding up.’




    ‘Honestly, Nola, you know I love seeing Amy and Ruben but I don’t think I can manage …’




    Nola put the crumpled tea towel on the table and sat back down on the chair.




    ‘Don’t worry, you don’t have to have a whole portion, I’ll have a bit of yours – it’ll stop me stuffing my face in the restaurant.’




    Phoebe reached for the tea towel and slowly spread it out in front of her. She found her own face, drawn by Hannah Jewson aged nine and three-quarters. The little girl had depicted Phoebe’s hair as a mass of tiny ringlets and dotted her cheeks with so many spots she looked as though she had measles rather than freckles.  David was at the centre of the tea towel, of course. The portrait had been drawn by Samuel Elson, Year Two – he given David a gigantic tie, spiky hair, and a big wobbly smile. Phoebe touched his damp, linen face and wondered what Nola would say if she told her.


  




  

    Chapter Two





    Days blurred into one another. For the first few weeks Phoebe managed to make it into work most days – it was as though the reality of the situation took some time for her to understand. It took at least two months to realise that David really wasn’t ever going to come breezing back into the staff room with his cheerful smile, let alone come bounding up the stairs to her flat.




    The Christmas holidays were awful – empty days without a class of five-year-olds to distract her. On Christmas Day Phoebe dragged herself and a bag full of badly wrapped presents round to Nola and Steve’s. Nola drank too much Buck’s Fizz and argued with Steve about the turkey, while Amy and Ruben could hardly be prised away from their new DS games. Everyone forgot about the plum pudding in the microwave.




    Sandra and the girls came round in the evening and they all squeezed on to Nola’s leather three-piece to watch a BBC comedy special in silence. Halfway through one of the girls climbed on to Phoebeʼs lap and Phoebe had to blink back her tears as she whispered my Dad used to laugh at this show. Later Phoebe let her tears fall unchecked as she ran home through the freezing night.




    Phoebe was only vaguely aware of the New Year seeping in and by the time she returned to school it became harder and harder to go through the motions of her day. On Valentine’s Day she gave up and simply stayed in the flat. By the following Monday Phoebe barely had the strength to crawl from her bed to call in sick again.




    ‘We can’t keep finding supply teachers to cover for you, Phoebe,’ said Victoria Leach, who was now the Acting Head. ‘We’ve all had this nasty flu bug but everyone else has managed to get in after a day or two.’




    Sometimes Phoebe set off for school in the morning, feeling slightly better, manoeuvring her ancient Morris Minor out into the rush-hour traffic only to find herself unable to drive more than a few metres, her vision dangerously blurred by tears, her legs incapable of working the pedals. Often she would leave the car, parked haphazardly against the curb, and walk and walk and walk, until her feet stung from so many miles of hard pavement and her head ached from lack of food and water. Then she would go back to bed.




    ‘You’re going to lose your job if you carry on like this,’ said Nola, opening the curtains and picking up the jeans and jumper that lay on the floor where Phoebe had discarded them the afternoon before.




    From where she lay Phoebe focused on the heart stone mobile. It hung from the curtain pole against the window. Thirteen stones worn into perfect heart shapes by the sea – tied with fuse wire and suspended from beach-bleached sticks by thin lines of black cotton.




    Nola reached up and opened the top of the window. The heart stones gently tapped against the glass. ‘When are you going to grow up and get rid of all this eco-hippy rubbish?’ Nola said, giving them a push so that the tapping became a clatter.




    ‘Why do you have those funny stones hanging up?’ David had said to her the day before he died. Phoebe lay with her cheek nestled against his chest. She breathed in the clean citrus smell of his skin mixed with the wine they were drinking. She relished his warmth against her body.




    ‘They’re special stones,’ she mumbled, wishing she could fall asleep.




    ‘Did you find them in India?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Thailand?’ She shook her head.




    ‘Australia?’




    ‘I found them in Ireland, on the beach with my granny.’




    ‘I always forget that you’re really Irish.’ David twisted a long curl of her auburn hair around his finger. ‘My little Celtic colleen.’ He pulled.




    ‘Ow! That hurt.’ Phoebe tweaked his chest hair in return and David caught her wrist. Briefly they wrestled until Phoebe freed herself and fell back on the pillows laughing. After a few seconds she wriggled back into his arms. ‘I’m only half Irish and anyway my dad was Anglo-Irish, not a Celt. I hope that doesn’t destroy any of your fantasies.’ David didn’t answer and they lay in a silence broken only by the distant sounds of the evening rush hour. Phoebe thought about the broad, red-headed man who had been her father. Her memories of him were hazy but she felt sure he had actually been much more Celtic-looking than his long-limbed, handsome-featured mother.




    ‘Are you asleep?’ David asked, giving her a little prod.




    ‘No,’ she replied and slowly started to kiss the smooth muscles of his chest, working her way up towards his lips. She felt him lift his arm and knew he was looking at his watch.




    ‘I’d better go,’ he said.




    Phoebe stopped kissing him and sighed.




    ‘Soon, Phoebe, very soon,’ he said, reading her mind. ‘I’ve decided that I’m going to tell Sandra after Christmas.’ He sat up and drained his glass of wine.




    Phoebe had hardly dared to breathe. She reached up and traced the tattoo around his arm; the skin still brown from his half-term holiday in Tenerife; she thought about the pictures she’d seen on Facebook – David and Sandra and the girls, running through waves, laughing in a restaurant. Sandra had posted them, Fab Times, she had written. It was hell, David had said on their return.




    ʻWhat about the girls?ʼ Phoebeʼs voice was a whisper. ʻI thought you’d said you couldn’t put them through a divorce.ʼ




    David had found his boxer shorts at the end of the bed and he began to pull them on. He turned and stroked her cheek. ʻIt will be hard at first but they’ll get used to it.ʼ He tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. ʻAnyway the girls adore you and when they see how happy we are, they’ll be happy too.ʼ




     ʻBut …ʼ




    He put his fingers on her lips, ʻI love you, Phoebe Brennan, and I want to be with you for ever.ʼ




    Now for ever wasn’t going to happen and Sandra would never know he’d planned to leave her. She got to be the grieving widow while Phoebe was just an acquaintance, a colleague, the little sister of a family friend.




    ‘It’s not like you to be ill like this,’ said Nola. ‘You need to see a doctor. I’ll make you an appointment when I get into work.’ She started smoothing the bedspread. ‘Maybe you’re depressed, though goodness knows what you’ve got to be depressed about; you should try living with Steve and two self-centred kids – and if you only knew the sort of abuse I get from patients at the surgery – then you’d have something to be depressed about.’




    ‘Nola,’ Phoebe shifted her head against the pillows. ‘Can I tell you something?’ She didn’t look at her sister. She could see the trees outside the window; already plump buds were pushing their way out of the skeletal branches. She could hardly bear to think of the season changing, the world carrying on without him in it. She took a deep breath in. ‘It’s about David.’




    Nola sat down heavily on the edge of the bed and took a crunched-up tissue from inside her cardigan sleeve. ‘Let’s not talk about him, you’ll set me off crying again,’ she wiped her nose. ‘I’m seeing Sandra most days at the moment. I think she’s still in shock, poor thing, she doesn’t sleep, she’s lost weight. She’s hardly able to do the shopping and get meals for the girls.’




    ‘I just need talk to you about something that happened, something that was going on.’ Phoebe could feel her heart beginning to beat faster.




    ‘I think if Steve died I’d just get on and cope, I’d be sad, upset for the kids, but I would carry on. But Sandra, she loved David so much, adored him. They adored each other.’




    ‘Nola …’




    ‘Poor Sandra, last month she told me she thought she might be pregnant.’




    Phoebe felt as if ice-cold water was suddenly pouring through her veins.




    ʻPregnant?’ Her voice came out a whisper.




    ‘She wasn’t, it must just have been the trauma. I thought that it would be a relief – the last thing she needs is another child with no father – but she was heartbroken. She wanted to be pregnant, to have another little piece of him, a new life they had created together.’




    Phoebe couldn’t bear to think of them creating a new life together. David said he spent most nights sleeping in the spare room, that all affection was long gone, how could Sandra possibly have thought she was pregnant? Phoebe’s head spun, the trees outside the window blurred.




    ‘Apparently they often talked about having another child,’ went on Nola. ‘Sandra said he’d always wanted a son.’




    Phoebe felt her stomach contract and she knew she would be sick. She quickly threw the covers from her bed and rushed into the bathroom.




    Nola crouched down beside her and rubbed her back as Phoebe retched into the toilet; days of not eating meant that nothing much came up.




    ‘Oh, Phee, you really are ill. I’ll get you an emergency appointment – Dr Riddick, not a locum; that’s one of the perks of being the receptionist.’




    Phoebe sat back against the radiator and wiped her mouth with a tissue offered by Nola.




    ‘No, don’t,’ she said. ‘I’ll be all right.’




    Nola felt Phoebe’s forehead as if she was still the little girl that Nola had had to care for. ‘If you’re not better by Monday afternoon I’m getting you an evening appointment.’ She stood up. ‘I’ll ring you, OK? I’d better get back, Ruben’s got a judo tournament and Amy’s threatening to dye her hair pink with food colouring.’




    At the doorway Nola turned. ‘Was there something you wanted to tell me?’




    ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Phoebe said.




    Phoebe heard the bang of the door and then, half a minute later, the distant thud of the main front door downstairs. Almost with relief, she lay down on the bathroom floor and let hot tears flow over her face and onto the ceramic tiles. She couldn’t bear to think of David and Sandra talking about having another baby, planning the future, making love; while all the time David had been making love to her, talking to her about exactly the same things. He had told Phoebe that one day, when they were together, when he and Sandra were divorced, they would have children – as many children as Phoebe wanted. They’d even had a conversation about names; how could he ever have wanted more children with Sandra?




    The thought of it hurt Phoebe like a physical blow and she drew her legs up to her stomach as if in self-defence. Then, suddenly, she realised the truth. Sandra had been making it up, lying, pretending she might be pregnant to get more sympathy, making up the story about David wanting another baby to add to the pathos of her husband’s death.




    Phoebe relaxed a little. David hadn’t lied to her; he would have left Sandra, he’d been just about to leave her. She pressed her hands against her stinging eyes. If only the driver hadn’t used the brake as she skidded on the black ice outside the school. If only David hadn’t been shepherding the Year Four children across the road at the time. If only David was still alive.




    After a long time Phoebe went back to bed and let herself sink into memories of the past – the only thing that brought her any comfort.




    Phoebe thought about the second time she had met David, many years after the barbecue on that hot summer day in the overgrown garden. This time it was winter, she had just returned from Thailand. Back at Nola and Steve’s, permanently cold, sharing her old bedroom with Amy; she felt uncomfortable, in the way, itching to get on a plane and leave again, she wasn’t even sure why she had come back to Britain.




    She sat shivering, in multiple layers of clothing, in front of Steve’s computer, trying to find out how to get a job teaching English in Japan.




    ‘Planning your escape already?’ a voice said and Phoebe turned to find David standing beside her. Ten years had passed and this time his hair was short and he wore a suit and tie. The tie had pictures of Bugs Bunny printed on it and even though it had been loosened to reveal an unbuttoned collar and a tiny patch of chest hair, he looked ridiculously conventional. Phoebe stared at him, surprised at the transformation, though his face was just as handsome as before, his intense blue eyes making her feel like an awkward teenager again. She forced herself to swivel on the office chair and face him.




    ‘I’m grabbing the day, just as you advised.’




    David raised an eyebrow in a question.




    ‘Don’t you remember, live life to the full, it’s what you told me to do, see the world, meet people.’




    David grinned down at her. ‘Did I say that? I’m flattered that you remember.’




    Phoebe felt her cheeks flush. Through the wall she could hear Sandra talking to Nola and the shrill shrieks of the twins up above in Amy’s bedroom – probably going through her rucksack, pulling out her bikini tops and denim shorts.




    ‘It was a long time ago,’ David continued. ‘Though I do remember that you looked like the kind of girl who was longing for an adventure, and from what Nola tells us you’ve certainly been having one. How long were you travelling?’




    ‘Too long – according to Nola – and I can just imagine the things my sister has been telling you about me. She thinks I’ve been wasting my time and wasting my education. She says it’s time to settle down and get a proper job.’ Phoebe made a face.




    ‘Didn’t you do something quite arty at college?’




    ‘Illustration.’




    ‘That’s right, I remember. I heard you were good.’




    Phoebe shrugged. ‘What about you? Still living your life to the full?’




    ‘Well,’ David began slowly, ‘I’m sure you know that Sandra and I got married and that we’ve got twin girls. We moved back here to be closer to Sandra’s parents and now I’m headteacher of the local primary school.’ He paused as one of the twins let out a squeal above him. ‘I think that just about sums up the last decade for me. Is that enough information for you?’




    ‘I suppose I thought you’d do something more …’




    ‘Exiting?’




    Phoebe found it hard to drag her gaze away from his. She smiled. ‘I just never expected to see you in a suit and comedy tie.’




    ‘Don’t knock what you don’t know. I did the travelling thing too, followed the trails, smoked the hashish, did the bungee jumps, but I’d say that becoming a father and a teacher has been the biggest adventure by far.’




    Phoebe rolled her eyes and they both burst out laughing. ‘That sounded really corny, didn’t it?’ said David.




    ‘Just a bit,’ replied Phoebe. David leant against the study wall and ran his hands through his neatly cut hair.




    ‘You’re right. Life hasn’t exactly been what I was planning when I last saw you. Sandra got pregnant, I needed a job, we needed a house, teaching was the easiest and quickest option; living life to the full was suddenly on hold.’




    ‘Are you happy?’




    ‘Are you?’




    ‘I’m free. I can do whatever I want, go wherever I want.’




    ‘Run away wherever, whenever you want,’ said David.




    ‘I’m not running away.’




    ‘Then maybe you should try sticking around for once?’




    There was a thud from up above, followed by the clatter of Amy coming down the stairs. ‘Auntie Sandra, the twins are fighting again.’




    Phoebe and David both looked upwards. They could hear the high-pitched bickering of little girls. There was another thud, then silence followed by a long, loud wail.




    ‘Behave,’ Sandra bellowed from the kitchen.




    Phoebe looked at David.




    ‘Maybe you’re jealous,’ she said.




    ‘Jealous? Of what?’




    ‘Of me travelling, taking off whenever I want.ʼ She paused and gave him a sideways glance. ʻLiving your dream.’




    David shrugged. ‘I’m just saying you could stay here and give it a chance. Get a job doing something that really interests you.’




     ‘You sound like a schoolteacher.’




    ‘I am a schoolteacher.’




    They both laughed again. At last Phoebe could see the free-spirited young man sheʼd met at her sisterʼs barbecue. She remembered the tattoo; beneath the suit and shirt it must still be there. Phoebe stopped laughing and turned back to the website she’d been looking at.




    David crouched down beside her and looked at the computer screen. ‘Can I just make one more suggestion without being accused of being a teacher?’ His hand made a move towards the mouse.




    ‘OK,’ Phoebe could hear the drone of Sandra’s voice talking to Nola; she tried to block it out and watched David click through Google to a different site.




    ‘PGCE,’ he said, highlighting the word on the screen. ‘Teacher training. You could be a teacher, a primary school teacher.’




    ‘Like you?’




    ‘Yes, though the comedy tie is discretionary. Nola says you’ve been working in an orphanage in Bangkok so you must like children and if you’re thinking of teaching English then you can’t think teachers are all bad.’




    ‘I’m not sure; I really need to get away from here before Nola drives me completely crazy; she still treats me like a badly behaved teenager.’




    ‘So? Move out, get a flat, get the qualifications, try it for a while. You can always use it to teach somewhere else – Africa, South America. You don’t have to stay in this country if you really can’t bear it.’




    ‘Where would I do it? Where would I train?’




    ‘With me.’ He smiled at her. ‘You can do it in my school. There’s a teaching post coming up next term and if you’ve already got a degree you can train on the job, get paid, get a place of your own.’




    Phoebe was quiet for a little while. ‘Why should I take your advice?’




    ‘Didn’t you take it before?’ He took his hand away from the mouse to let Phoebe click on the how to apply link. His fingers brushed hers. Phoebe thought of all the years sheʼd spent aching for him, all the boyfriends sheʼd compared to him, all the boyfriends sheʼd found wanting.




    ‘Here you are! I wondered where you’d got to,’ Sandra stood in the doorway, her arms folded tight across her chest. ‘The girls and I are ready to go now.’




    David got up and smiled brightly at his wife. As he followed her out of the room he turned back to Phoebe. ‘Think about it. It could be the start of something really good.’




    Three years later, Phoebe lay on her bed looking up at a crack in the ceiling. David had been right; it had been good, so good that life without him seemed really bad. Outside a dusky gloom indicated the evening. Phoebe knew she should put on the light but couldn’t make her arm lift up to click on the switch beside the bed.




    Some time later she woke up with a jolt in the dark room. She had been dreaming, dreaming about David. They were in a boat, sailing on clear, turquoise water. David had the blue shirt on that had been Phoebe’s favourite and he was steering, a huge ship’s wheel in his hands, much too big for the little sailing boat. Phoebe sat beside him making tissue paper flowers, twisting the bright sheets together into blousy rainbow rosettes. A gust of wind blew, lifting them from her lap, up into the air and then down over the side. Phoebe watched them drift away leaving streaks of colour as they dissolved into the water. David leant over to kiss her but the rail she had been leaning against seemed to melt away and she was falling, waiting to hit the water. It seemed a long way down the water: much further than she had expected; and then she realised she was flying and David had become a tiny speck beneath her. Was he waving at her? She tried to shout. She woke up.




    Scrabbling for the light switch, she sat up. The dream had seemed so real; now the small pale room around her seemed flimsy and imagined. Maybe everything had been a dream – the last three years working with David, secretly loving David, longing for him to turn around and notice her. The last miraculous six months since he had told her that he loved her too; maybe she had made it up.




    She looked around her for something to make it real, some piece of proof, some sign of their time together. They had always been so careful, hiding any evidence. No clothes left behind, no extra toothbrush, no razor, the second glass quickly washed up and put away. He was nowhere in the flat, the space was solely hers. Phoebe scrambled from the bed, suddenly desperate. She pulled open drawers and dragged boxes from under cupboards. Letters, photographs, presents; she piled them in the middle of her bedroom floor. It didn’t seem enough.




    Slowly she picked each object up: the silver bracelet he had given her for her birthday, a gold and black box that had contained chocolates, a torn-out page from an exercise book (see you later, will bring Chinese XXX), the Bugs Bunny tie that David gave her on the day she qualified as a teacher, a champagne cork, a note on headed school notepaper (Sandra is at her mother’s with the girls. Come to the house after parents’ evening X) , a dried red rose, a photograph (David and Phoebe, arms around each other, flushed with wine and sun in a restaurant on Jersey – a snatched weekend together, a bogus conference for David, the longest time they ever spent together, two full nights, two mornings, it had been heaven – it seemed so long ago.) There were a few other things: small gifts and trinkets, scrawled notes and a copy of Jane Eyre that David had given her after he discovered that she’d never read it – inside the cover he had written To my very own little orphan, from Mr Rochester X. She still hadnʼt got round to reading it.




    Phoebe leant the photograph against the wall and arranged the other objects neatly around it, fanning outwards, like a shrine. She sat back on her heels; chin cupped in her hands and stared at it all as though if she looked at everything long enough there might be an answer, a resolution to her pain.




    Outside the sky had turned from night-time black to soft dawn grey. Phoebe tilted her head and realised she had been still for a very long time, crouching, hunched, animal-like. She got up stiffly. The air felt thick, she couldn’t breathe; the misery was suffocating.




    She found herself pulling on the jeans and jumper that Nola had folded neatly the previous morning, slipping her feet into socks and then the chunky biker boots that David had always hated. She urgently fumbled with the zip of one boot, cursing as it jammed half way up, left it flapping open, grabbed her parka, and headed for the door.




    In less than a minute she was out of the building, into the car, and away down the road with no clear sense of where she was going. She drove until she realised two hours had passed. Thick rivulets of rain-streaked the glass in front of her, making it hard to see. She put on the windscreen wipers and noticed her petrol light glowing an alarming orange on the dashboard. Phoebe found a petrol station in the process of opening up for the day. When the tank was full, she paid, bought a packet of peanuts – the first food she’d bought for days – and drove home through heavy rain.




    From the outside her flat still looked asleep; the crooked curtains drawn and sad. The rain had worn itself into a misty drizzle. Phoebe sat in the car, reluctant to go inside, and slowly ate the packet of peanuts. How could she get through another day in there?




    She looked back up at the window of her flat. The smooth glass still reflected the shapes of twisted branches but she realised something had changed: the curtains were no longer drawn, the cream lining no longer visible against the panes, only the long thin line of heart stones against a dark interior. The curtains were open; someone had opened them.




    Standing on the worn grey landing carpet, Phoebe put her key in the latch. Her hand shook slightly as she tried to convince herself she must be wrong about the curtains. She opened her door. A movement, a noise, she jumped.




    ‘Hello?’ No answer. Her heart quickened and tentatively she moved forward into the little hallway. Her bedroom door was slightly ajar; she was sure she had left it closed. Her heart thumped; she desperately looked around for an implement, an object to protect herself with. She couldn’t find anything within her reach; if she could make it to the kitchen she could find a knife, even a saucepan. A sudden image of David flashed though her mind and she remembered she had no reason left to care about protecting herself, no reason for self-defence – what was the point? She walked towards the bedroom door and pushed it, expecting a masked and hooded figure to lunge at her.




    ‘Nola!’




    In front of her Nola knelt on the bare wooden boards, her pink mac speckled by rain, her hair glistening with droplets of drizzle; a blue-lidded Tupperware box beside her. As Nola looked up Phoebe realised with horror that she had been staring at the little group of objects against the wall. Then Phoebe saw the photograph in her hand. ‘Nola,’ she said again, quietly this time, barely a whisper. Nola turned and looked at her; Phoebe couldn’t read her face – bewilderment, anger, disappointment?




    ‘I made chocolate brownies for Sandra’s girls.’ Nola spoke slowly. ‘I thought you might like some as well.’ She nodded towards the Tupperware box. ‘You always used to like them, do you remember? Mum used to make them when we came home from school? I assumed, when you didn’t answer the door that you were still ill. I used my spare key …’ Nola stopped and looked at the picture in her hands. ‘But you were out and then I saw …’ She stopped and gestured to the group of objects and flicked the edge of the photograph with her fingers.




    ‘I tried to tell you …’ Phoebe began to explain but the words refused to come.




    ‘To tell me what?’ Nola flashed an angry look up at her sister. ‘To tell me that you’d been having some sordid little affair with my best friend’s husband?’




    Phoebe closed her eyes, wishing it was all another dream. She opened them; Nola was still there.




    Phoebe took a deep breath. ‘It wasn’t sordid.’




    ‘Just an affair then? My God, Phoebe, how could you? Sandra is practically family. She’s like another sister to us.’




    ‘No she’s not,’ Phoebe felt indignation welling up inside her. ʻNot to me anyway.ʼ




    ‘She’s my oldest friend; you’ve known her since you were born. Sandra is very fond of you. If only she knew what you’d actually been up to.’ Nola heaved herself up from the floor, steadying herself with one hand on the chest of drawers. ‘What was it? Because he gave you a job in his school, because he gave you a chance, an opportunity to earn a proper income for once? You thought you’d just have him as well, as part of the package? Or were you just playing with him, a bit of an extra thrill, did you get a kick out of knowing he belonged to Sandra?’




    ‘I loved him.’




    ‘Do know what love is, Phoebe? When have you ever had a meaningful relationship?ʼ




    ʻI do know what love is, I know when it feels like youʼre just meant to be with someone no matter what. Thatʼs how it felt with David.ʼ




    ʻFor Godʼs sake, Phoebe, get real. Youʼre not in some Mills and Boon novel, you know.ʼ Nola shook her head and stared back down at the picture in her hand. ʻWhere did I go wrong with you? I tried my best and now I don’t know why I wasted so much time trying to bring you up after Mum and Dad died.’




    ‘Nola!’ Phoebe felt hot tears stinging in her eyes. ‘Please stop.’ But Nola went on.




    ‘I should have sat my exams and taken that place at medical school. I could have had you put in care you know, that’s what they wanted, all those social workers. They said I’d never cope with bringing up a ten-year-old but I gave up everything to do it.’




    ‘You didn’t have to give everything up, you didn’t give up Steve. You married Steve.’




    Nola sank down onto the bed and bowed her head. Her silence was worse than her angry words. Phoebe moved towards her and touched her shoulder. ‘Don’t!’ Nola flinched away, pulling her mac around her defensively.




    After a few seconds Nola turned to look at Phoebe, her face suddenly vicious. ‘How could you have been doing such a horrible, disgusting, deceitful thing? After everything Sandra and her parents did for us after the accident: they took us in, gave us a roof to live under when there was no one else; no rich relatives appeared to adopt us, you know, no fairy god-parents flew in to take us away, we were on our own – proper little orphans. What will Sandra’s parents think now? What would our parents think if they were still alive? They’d be so disappointed with you Phoebe, so upset – and Granny would have been too.’




    Instantly they all appeared in Phoebe’s head; her mother, pink-cheeked and sensible, always waiting with hot chocolate and flapjacks when they came home from school, eager to hear about their days, proudly pinning Phoebe’s drawings to the cork tiles on the kitchen wall; her father, usually lost in a day dream, his handsome face, sun tanned from working outdoors, hair like Phoebe’s own, wild red curls never quite contained by monthly haircuts from his wife. And lastly her granny; tall and graceful, white hair loosely coiled at her neck, draped in scarves and multi-coloured layers of linen and silk, except for when she was making pots – then she wore a faded smock and a wide-brimmed yellow hat. How Phoebe wished they were all still there. Still alive for her to disappoint. Tears poured down her cheeks and she didn’t bother to wipe them away.




    ‘Go on. Have a good cry,’ Nola’s voice grew louder. ‘It won’t do any good, don’t think I’m going to feel sorry for you. I suppose you think you’ve a right to grieve for David, is that why you’ve been moping around the flat for weeks?’ She paused and stood up as if to leave and then went on, ‘How am I ever going to look at Sandra again? I feel guilty and I haven’t even done anything! Sandra must never know what you did; she must never know that you seduced her husband.’




    ‘I didn’t seduce him; it was David that made the first move. He told me how unhappy he was with Sandra, how horrible she could be to him. He said he thought she had other men …’




    ‘Stop!ʼ Nolaʼs hand shot out like a policeman stopping traffic. ʻYou’re lying, they had a wonderful marriage.’ Nola moved towards the door. ‘I can’t bear to be with you any more. You make me feel sick, Phoebe; I don’t want to see you, I don’t want to be with you. I wouldn’t ever be able to trust you with Steve – you’ll probably be after him next, if you haven’t had him already.’




    ‘Stop it, Nola. That’s a horrible thing to say.’




    Nola didn’t stop. ‘Goodness knows what you were up to when Steve used to help you with your homework and I was trying to deal with stinking nappies and cracked nipples and getting babies off to sleep.’




    She looked down at the picture of Phoebe and David that she still held and, using both hands, crumpled it up into a small tight ball. Phoebe gasped.




    ‘No, please don’t!’




    Nola threw it at her, hard; it missed and bounced onto the floorboards and rolled under the chest of drawers. Phoebe knelt down to retrieve it and when she stood up the room was empty, Nola had gone.




    Phoebe unrolled the scrunched-up photograph and tried to flatten the crumpled paper; thick creases zigzagged the image, fragmenting the smiles, cutting across the shining eyes. She touched David’s distorted face; he seemed like a stranger, she could barely recollect his voice. She tried to remember things he’d said to her, words of affection, little jokes, intimate endearments – nothing came to her. Even the memories had died.




    She lay down on the bed, still in her coat and boots. She wanted the world to end, life to stop. She wanted to die. What was the point of going on? No David, no parents, now Nola would never want to see her again, she was all alone. She tried to work out how many paracetamol tablets she had in the kitchen cupboard – probably not enough. Could you kill yourself with echinacea and evening primrose? She didn’t even have the energy to swallow tablets. She’d only make a mess of it and end up still alive but terminally ill, making her even more of a burden on Nola. She wondered if she could just will herself to die. In Australia she had heard that Aborigines could just lie down and let death overcome them. If only it was that easy. Her eyes closed but thoughts raced around her head as if her brain was desperately trying to override her aching heart.




    If she couldn’t die, maybe she could leave, pack up and just walk away. That’s what she would have done in the past; if things got hard she got up and left. Ran away, as David would have said. She had a bit of money, but not much, not enough to get her very far in a hurry.




    Think, Phoebe, think. Where could she go? Where had she been happiest in her life? When had she ever been truly happy?




    Paddling in a pebbly stream  – the memory began to slowly develop, like a Polaroid in her mind; hazy, purple mountains, flat sea, warm rocks on a beach of silver sand – she couldn’t quite remember where it was.Whitewashed walls, a bright blue door, soft rain dampening her itchy Aran jumper, she scratched her neck as though she could still feel it . Red and purple fuchsia in a chipped brown jug, hot chocolate beside a peaty fire, her grandmother bent over a whirling lump of clay.




    Phoebe opened her eyes. The boathouse at Carraigmore! She hadn’t thought of it for years, but she and Nola must still own that boathouse by the sea in Ireland. Along with a legacy of a few thousand pounds (Phoebe’s had been mostly spent on her travels, Nola’s went towards the deposit for her and Steve’s first house) her grandmother, Anna, had left the two girls the small stone boathouse that had been her home and pottery studio in the last years of her life, with the stipulation in her will that it was not to be sold. It must still be there, thought Phoebe, though Nola hadn’t mentioned it for a long time. Phoebe could remember her sister’s annoyance that they couldn’t sell it when she wanted money for a kitchen extension and Irish property prices were at their highest – but that had been years ago.




    Phoebe stared at the ceiling, a hundred memories flooding back: sitting on the slipway to the sea – the rough concrete hot against her legs; picking at paint blisters on a window frame; watching her grandmother sitting at a potter’s wheel, lost in the rotations of the clay; eating biscuits in a big armchair, staring out at crashing waves; lying on her grandmother’s wrought-iron bed – her back stinging from too much sun; the slightly acrid smell of the gas kiln mixed with the smell of the sea; the beach with its pearly shells and long swathes of seaweed; the two boys from the Castle. Phoebe had forgotten their names but not their white blond hair or their ability to dive, sleek and smooth as gannets, from the black rock at high tide. And all the time the Castle up above them; impossibly romantic with its gothic façade and creeper-covered turrets, drawing her grandmother’s wistful gaze, luring Phoebe and Nola up the lane to peer through wrought-iron gates that they were never allowed to walk through.




    Phoebe wondered if the boathouse was still standing. Maybe it had fallen down, been swept away by winter storms or maybe it had simply collapsed into the sand for lack of love or care. Even if it was still there it must be in pretty bad condition, not fit to live in, surely.




    Suddenly she had to know if it still existed. Phoebe sat up. How long had it been since anyone had lived there? How long since they’d picked her grandmother up from the airport on that bright blue morning? Fifteen years? More? She stood up, determined to leave as soon as possible, get a ferry, buy a map, and she would drive her little Morris Minor until she found it. As she began searching in the cupboard for her rucksack she was already imagining the blissful isolation of the west of Ireland. 


  




  

    Chapter Three





    Phoebe didn’t take much with her; she dumped bags of clothes and books and ornaments outside the various charity shops along the high street – her life so far in a series of bunched-up black bin liners.




    A letter to her landlord, a letter to the school, a letter to Nola that she ripped up at the last moment and threw into the dustbin along with the string of heart stones as she walked out of the flat for the last time.




    She swung the battered rucksack into the back of her car. The rucksack contained a jumble of scrunched-up clothes and the few items that she’d thought worth keeping: the notes from David, the creased photograph, the copy of Jane Eyre, a sketchbook, pencils, a small, round, green-glazed, jar – a present long ago from her grandmother, a selection of drawings done for her by Amy and Ruben over the years and the details of a savings account which contained the last of her inheritance.




    With a pang of sadness she remembered it was Rubenʼs birthday the following weekend. Phoebe had promised him sheʼd go to his party at Laser Quest. The previous year she had led a team of eight- and nine-year-olds to victory over Steve and Rubenʼs side; Ruben had been determined to be on Phoebeʼs team this year. Phoebe wondered if she should stay till after the party. She thought of Nolaʼs angry face and doubted that she would be on the guest list any more. Instead she went down to the corner shop and bought a brightly coloured rocket-shaped card. She put a twenty-pound note inside and added a brief message:




    Hope that Laser Quest is a blast – go get ʼem space boy! Love you loads, Aunty Phee x.




    p.s. give your sister a big hug from me – go on, give her the hug, sheʼs not that bad!!




    Just as she was about to slip the key through the front door, Phoebe realised she had forgotten the school tea towel. It had slipped behind the kitchen radiator; she had to use a wooden spoon to poke it out, the linen creased and cardboard-hard. Phoebe’s heart lurched; she’d miss the children, miss her class. She stopped, staring round the empty flat. Was she doing the right thing? Should she at least go back to school until the end of term? Then she remembered the letter she’d already posted and winced at the thought of Victoria Leach’s reaction when she discovered that Phoebe had left without giving notice. There would be no going back.




    The ferry was old. The smell of petrol and clanking of chains on the car deck immediately took her back to her childhood: nausea mixed with the excitement of the coming holiday, her father hurrying them up the stairs towards the lounges, the rush to get four seats in a row, she and Nola waiting for the duty-free shop to open so that they could try all the perfumes before sea sickness made the smells repugnant and they returned to cuddle into their parents for the rest of the journey. The memories filled Phoebe with sadness; if they had known then how little time they would have together, would she have hugged them harder, held them for longer? If she had known what would happen to David would she have forced him to leave Sandra, to spend every waking hour with her? Tears threatened and she blinked them back.




    The boat began to move and Phoebe went outside despite the biting cold. Leaning against the rail, she watched the Welsh coast slip into the gloom and wished she hadn’t left her coat in the car.




    Shivering, she looked down at the steely sea and wondered if Nola had even realised she had gone. Two days and there had been no message from her, no attempt to get in touch. But despite her sister’s silence every gust of salty wind seemed full of Nola’s condemnation, whipping around her as she stood on the deck.




    Phoebe closed her eyes and tried to let thoughts of David fill her mind instead.




    ‘Are you not frozen?’ The voice made Phoebe jump, her eyes sprung open. She saw an old man standing no more than a foot away; his lined face looked concerned. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you,’ he had an Irish accent. He took a packet of cigarettes from the pocket his coat and offered her one.




    Phoebe shook her head.




    ‘Sensible girl.’ He smiled and cupped his hands around the cigarette as he lit it. Phoebe wished he would go away.




    ‘Holiday or business or going home?’ The man blew out a long stream of smoke that was instantly whisked away by the wind.




    Phoebe didn’t feel much like talking; in fact she wasn’t sure if she’d spoken to anyone since Nola left her flat. She shrugged and looked back down into the water.




    A few minutes passed. Phoebe could still feel him looking at her.




    ‘If there’s one thing my many years on this earth has taught me,’ the old man finally said, ‘it’s that nothing’s ever as bad as it seems.’ Then he moved away to talk to someone else.




    Phoebe tried to rekindle her thoughts of David but the man had interrupted her memories and made her feel annoyed. She looked up at the seagulls wheeling overhead. If only she could escape into the air and fly away from mundane conversations with strangers, fly away from the unbearable banality of life. That was what she would do in Carraigmore, find the solitude and isolation she longed for. She would walk; lots of long walks on the beach and on the headland, she would read Jane Eyre, and she would draw. She would draw every day.




    She closed her eyes again and thought of the first time David had made love to her six months before. He’d asked her to stay after school to talk about a difficult pupil in her class. Afterwards heʼd insisted that she shouldn’t wait for the bus in the rain, insisted on giving her a lift even though he lived on the other side of town; outside her flat she’d been just about to get out of the car when he’d kissed her, melting her resolve to ignore the way sheʼd felt about him for almost half her life. Later he had picked up the sketchbook beside her bed and flicked through it.




    ‘You’re very good.’




    ‘These days it’s just doodling.’ Phoebe pulled the sheet around her shoulders, suddenly feeling exposed. ‘I haven’t done much real drawing since I finished college.




    David examined a pen-and-ink study of a vase of tulips; he traced it with his fingers and Phoebe tried not to notice the wedding ring that glinted in the light cast by the bedside lamp. ‘This is beautiful,’ he said. He looked at her and she found herself hypnotised by the intensity of his eyes. ‘Don’t give up. You have a real talent.’ He put down the sketchbook and drew her closer to him until there was no room for guilt or doubt or thoughts of drawing.




    Standing staring at the churning sea, Phoebe trembled at the memory of David’s touch but this was quickly followed by a cold wave of disquiet. Was Nola right? Had what she had with David really been a disgusting and deceitful thing? A sordid affair? Her hair blew across her eyes, temporarily blinding her as she shook her head. No, they had been drawn together by real love, a union of minds not just of bodies, they had been meant to be together. Phoebe felt in the pocket of her jeans and found the bracelet David had given her. She caressed it like a string of rosary beads, stroking each heart-shaped charm as it passed through her fingers. ‘He loved me, he loved me.’ She would not let Nola’s cruel words spoil something that had been so precious. She pressed the bracelet to her lips; the glass hearts were cold.




    A misty rain began to fall and the familiar memories came back to her like the recollections of a horror film you wish you’d never been to see. Phoebe turned around and searched for the old man who’d tried to talk to her earlier, she needed a distraction. The man was heading for the sliding doors; they opened and he disappeared. Soon it would be too late. Phoebe clutched at thoughts of David but they were disappearing too; she tried desperately to recollect the meals they’d shared – he once had told her she made the best cheese on toast he’d ever tasted, he used to bring her pink Cava. What did they do when they’d been in Jersey? Surely the whole time wasn’t spent in bed? Phoebe remembered being in the airport shop with him, looking at the bookshelves – the only time he’d held her hand in public. Her frantic attempts at diversion failed and suddenly she was in an airport shop with Nola many years before. The memories appeared in her head like cine film flickering on a screen.




    Polos or Refreshers? Her hand dithered between the two cylindrical packets. Nola stood beside her, tall and seventeen, her flat stomach exposed beneath a pale pink crop top, Levi 501s hanging low on narrow teenage hips. Or maybe just chewing-gum like Nola?




    ‘Come on, girls,’ her father shouted from the concourse outside. ‘They’ve just announced that the plane from Cork has landed. Granny will be here any minute. ’




    Then Phoebe was sitting in the car with Granny wedged tight beside her, Granny’s skirt was rough against her leg, the satisfying fizz of dissolving sweets was on her tongue. Nola, on the other side of Granny, listened to her Walkman and chewed her gum. Her father, driving, fiddled with the radio, looking for the cricket, his mop of curls hanging down, obscuring his face.




    ‘Chicken pie for supper,’ her mother turned from the front passenger seat and smiled at her mother-in-law.




    ‘Oooo, my favourite,’ Granny replied and then she leant over and whispered to Phoebe, only to Phoebe, ‘I’ve got something wonderful to tell you all later.’ And then there was a thud and a lurch and the spinning; like being on a waltzer at the bank holiday fair. Phoebe wasn’t frightened; ‘It’s just a funfair ride’ she told herself, as the car spun round and round, metal crunching on unseen objects, pebbles of glass showering on top of her. Then the realisation that she wasn’t wedged in by Granny any more; the pressure against her thigh was gone, Granny was gone, the seat beside her was empty.




    Then she was standing on a verge strewn with wild flowers; tall daisies swaying in the smoky breeze, the taste of Refreshers still on her tongue. Nola’s face was blank but Phoebe could hear her teeth chattering even though the siren sounds were getting louder.




    ‘Don’t look back,’ a stranger repeated over and over. ‘Don’t look back.’ Instead Phoebe looked down at her hands and was horrified to see them oozing little pearls of blood. ‘Mummy,’ she called and turned and then she screamed and then there were no more memories until she was standing beside Nola in the graveyard, miserable and frightened in the awful coat. 


  




  

    Chapter Four




    As Phoebe drove away from Rosslare, the flat khaki landscape and utilitarian industrial parks made her wonder if Ireland had been the right place to escape to after all. Where were the stone-walled craggy fields and thatched white cottages of her memory? Where were the sheep and donkeys and statues of the Virgin Mary? Had it all been devoured by the Celtic Tiger? Or maybe they were not true childhood memories at all, but images from films and books – an Ireland of fiction and fantasy that had never really existed.




    This post-boom landscape seemed inhospitable and unwelcoming. For miles Phoebe didn’t see a living person. Her battered Morris Minor passed cars and lorries on the dual carriageway, but the constant movement of their windscreen wipers obscured the drivers until she wondered if she could be the only human being on the sodden island.




    As she headed west the landscape softened and began to undulate a little. Industrial estates were replaced with a succession of small grey towns. The road narrowed, edged with hedges threatening to burst out in green; here and there a snatch of sea, a wooded hillside, ivy-covered walls obscuring country estates, hens pottering on the grassy verge. A man in a flat tweed cap wobbled on a bicycle as he waved to a woman in her garden. Phoebe laughed out loud as she realised he was followed by a donkey, trotting obediently behind him, attached to his handlebars with a rope.




    Past Cork the rain stopped, the clouds parted to reveal a setting sun, and Phoebe’s heart began to lift. The towns grew prettier; brightly painted shops and houses were strung along the road, even the churches were wedding-cake colours; pink or white or virgin blue. The landscape grew mountainous, the roads grew smaller, twisting sharply around rocky outcrops and climbing steeply up hills before dropping with a gear-defying plummet down the other side. The patchwork of green fields seemed to be stitched together with dry-stone walls or hedges raked by ocean winds.
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