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They said it had to be Matilda. They wouldn’t let her use Tilly. Nobody ever calls me Matilda, she said, but it made no difference.


It must be your official name, the woman with the shiny forehead in the passport office told her. Otherwise you run into all sorts of trouble.


What kind of trouble? Tilly asked – what was so bad about wanting to use the name everyone knew her by? – but the woman just shrugged and went on fanning herself with one of her leaflets.


Red tape, she said eventually when Tilly didn’t go away, which made it no clearer. So Matilda Walker was what they put in her very first passport, beneath a small photo of a rather bewildered-looking Tilly.


Just as well her date of birth was there too: nobody would have believed she was seventeen in that photo. Just be natural, Lien had said, and don’t smile, you’re not allowed to smile, which suited Tilly fine – she couldn’t remember when she’d last felt like smiling. Don’t scowl like that either, Lien had added, you look like a terrorist – and while Tilly was doing her best to appear serene and composed and not at all threatening, the camera flashed and there she was, thirteen going on fourteen. Not nearly old enough to be travelling to Brisbane on her own, let alone Ireland.


That’s quite a trek, Lien had said when Tilly told her. You’ll be going literally halfway around the world. Lien had got her first passport when she was a few months old. She flew to China with her parents every January to visit the relatives who hadn’t immigrated to Australia with her grandparents in the 1950s. Like Tilly, Lien had been born in Australia, but they could hardly have looked more different.


Tilly was five foot eight inches tall; in her stockinged feet Lien barely made it to five foot. Tilly’s skin was pale as blancmange, and sprinkled with small butterscotch-coloured freckles; Lien’s was more clotted cream with a hint of hazelnut and not one single freckle, just a solitary dark mole a finger’s width from the left side of her mouth.


Tilly’s hair, the precise biscuity shade of Ma’s shopping basket, waved and kinked its way down to the middle of her back, resisting every attempt to straighten it; Lien’s glossy shoulder-length bob was the rich brown-black of a coffee bean, and impeccably behaved.


But it was the eyes that really set them apart. Tilly’s were the bluish-green of an acacia leaf, slightly pink-rimmed along their almost horizontal lower edges and fringed all around with pale lashes; Lien’s were bitter-chocolate lozenges set in dark-lashed creamy ovals, whose outer corners tilted deliciously upwards. Lien was exotic; Tilly was homespun.


You’re more exotic than me, Lien insisted. Ireland is much further away than China. But Tilly wasn’t talking distances – and even if she was, she didn’t feel remotely Irish.


Up to six months ago all she’d known about Ireland was that it was famous for Guinness. She knew a lot of people with Irish connections, she had classmates whose parents had both been born there, but the country hadn’t held any particular interest for her – why would it? – until she’d discovered her own connection with it.


Since June she’d been finding out more, like the fact that it was the third largest island in Europe, and it had a tomb that was older than the Pyramids, and the longest river in the British Isles, and that its currency was the euro. And that some parts of it – the Cliffs of Moher, the Giant’s Causeway, the Killarney lakes – were considered pretty spectacular.


She also knew that it was going to take her roughly thirty-three hours to get to Ireland from Brisbane, via Singapore and London. Well over a day and a half for her total journey, if you added in the three-hour bus trip from home to Brisbane airport, and however long it took – a couple of hours at least, she reckoned – to get from Kerry airport, her final touch-down, to the island of Roone, which was Ireland’s most westerly point.


According to Google Maps, Roone had the wonky diamond shape of a stingray, and was all of seven miles long and four miles wide. Hard to get your head around a whole island being that small, when you lived on a landmass that covered well over three million square miles. Hard to imagine a place so tiny, when Pa’s fifteen-thousand-acre farm wasn’t considered particularly big by Australian standards.


And yet Roone had a year-round population of approximately three hundred, if the Internet was to be believed. She tried to imagine a whole community of people living in that minuscule place on the very edge of Europe, surrounded by the sea, locked in on all sides by water.


Tilly had been to the sea once in her life. It had happened seven years ago, when Lien’s mother had piled a group of them into her station wagon and driven them to the coast for Lien’s tenth birthday. The journey had taken forever – over three hours of straight-as-a-pin road, nothing to look at for most of it but miles and miles of flat scrubland, nothing to do but play endless rounds of I Spy and Twenty Questions – but the sight of the Pacific Ocean, when it finally opened up before them, instantly made up for the tedium of the trip.


The vastness of it, the rumbling music it made, its briny scent and myriad colours left Tilly speechless and spellbound as she stood on the shore stretching her stiff limbs and taking great gulps of the salty air. The wet sand, when she pulled off her sandals and ventured closer to the water’s edge, sucked at her bare feet. The roll of each wave as it sped to the shore hypnotised her: each crashing, shattering climax, flinging spray onto her face, was a new marvel.


She dipped in a foot: it was cool and wonderful. She looked out over the expanse of water, at the billions, the trillions of gallons that lay between her and the horizon. She thought of the huge ships that had been lost at sea, and the thousands of lives that had literally been swept away by tidal waves, and she felt as insignificant as a tick.


She imagined crossing the sea, sailing off in a boat and travelling across the miles and miles of water to America’s west coast. She pictured a Californian girl of roughly her age, standing right at that moment on an American beach, looking out at the Pacific just like Tilly. Both of them with their eyes fixed on the same ocean, the same water. She stood ankle-deep in it, feeling the tug as it pulled away from her, waiting for it to come rushing back, swallowing her feet. She remained there until Lien’s mother called her for the picnic.


Lying in bed that night she licked her arm and tasted salt. She closed her eyes and tried to remember the low, murmuring sound the ocean had made, the wet splash of its spray on her face. In the days that followed she was hungry to see it again. She pestered Ma and Pa to take her and Robbie, but Ma and Pa weren’t the kind of people who drove for three hours to look at a lot of water. Anyway, Robbie was still a baby, not even one yet: the trip would have been wasted on him.


On a place the size of Roone, you’d be bound to hear the sea wherever you were. The smell of it would be in the air, day and night. It would cling to your clothes, seep into your dreams and flavour them. By day you’d round a bend in the road and there it would be, spread out before you like a carpet.


Ma and Pa didn’t know she was flying to Ireland. There was an awful lot Ma and Pa didn’t know, and an awful lot more Tilly had been praying they’d never find out. But they had found out. They’d been shocked and bewildered when the truth of what had happened, or a large part of it, had finally dumped itself at their door, and now she had to get away before they discovered the worst bit.


Bali, she’d told them. Nadia’s folks have a house there, she’d said. They’re spending Christmas in it and they’ve invited me to join them. I think it would do me good to get away from here for a while. After everything, I mean.


Oh, she’d been despicable, playing on their sympathy. Lying to them again, knowing they still trusted her, despite everything, knowing they wouldn’t check up to make sure her story was true. The blind, stupid faith they still had in her, even after she’d been exposed as a liar, and worse.


I can pay my own way, she’d told them, which was the only bit of her concoction that wasn’t made up. She’d waitressed at Nadia’s family’s Indonesian restaurant in town all last summer, and when school had started again they’d kept her on for Friday and Saturday nights. She’d saved over two thousand dollars, enough for a return flight to Ireland with a small bit left over for pocket money.


Nadia was in Tilly’s class at school. The two girls were friendly, but not nearly as friendly as Tilly had made it sound. Nowhere near as friendly as Tilly being invited to join the family for Christmas.


But it was a safe lie. The family was going to Bali: since the first week in December there had been a sign in the restaurant window telling everyone that it would be closed for ten days over the holiday period. Not that Ma and Pa would see it – they didn’t believe in eating out: they were perfectly happy with Ma’s beef pie or Pa’s barbecued ribs – but on the off-chance that any of the neighbours noticed it, and then got chatting to Ma, Tilly’s story would be backed up.


Bali was just about close enough, Bali she would get away with, particularly when she was footing the bill. Ireland, not a chance. No way would Ma and Pa be able to get their heads around Tilly travelling all the way to Ireland on her own, no way would they agree if she told them she wanted to go there. A short trip was one thing; halfway around the world was something else entirely.


But she was going. She’d bought her ticket, opting for the cheapest route she could find, and she’d got her passport and holiday visa. In five hours or thereabouts she would be stepping onto her first plane and travelling more than ten thousand miles, and ten hours back in time.


And the minute her cab pulled up outside, her journey would begin.


‘Send a text message when you arrive. You be sure now.’


She turned from the window. Ma sat at the table, her face grey with exhaustion.


‘You didn’t have to get up,’ Tilly told her. ‘There was no need.’


It was three o’clock in the morning and pitch black outside, and the heat covered them like a wet blanket. Ma had gone to bed at half past nine like she always did, and presumably slept, and dragged herself awake to see Tilly off.


‘I wanted to get up,’ she said. ‘First time for you to leave.’


Ma had never flown anywhere, or Pa. Never left Queensland, either of them, as far as Tilly knew. She looked at the worn, honest face that was so familiar to her, the faded flowery robe, the tightly coiled rollers in the brown hair sprinkled with white.


‘You’ll have a good time,’ Ma went on. ‘It’ll be nice for you, with Nadia and her folks.’


She was forgiving Tilly. Every word offered absolution.


‘No need to call,’ she said, ‘just a text message to say you got there in one piece is all.’


‘OK.’


Strictly speaking, the mobile phone belonged to Pa. It had come as a free gift when he’d invested in the new harvester a few years back, but he’d never once gone near it, so they looked on it as Ma’s. Most of the time it sat on the dresser – the idea of it being mobile seemed to have got overlooked somewhere along the line – but once in a blue moon Ma would use it to send Tilly as brief a text as she could get away with.


Get sugar, Tilly might read – and more often than not, there would be a half-full bag still in the cupboard when she got home. Ma seemed to think the phone would shrivel up and die if she didn’t give it an airing every now and again. It would come in handy now though.


‘My texts mightn’t come through right away,’ Tilly said. ‘Don’t worry if you’re waiting a while. Sometimes that happens.’


The flight to Singapore took a little over eight hours, two hours longer than the one they thought she was getting to Bali. As soon as they touched down she’d text Landed, all well. She wouldn’t say any more than that. It wouldn’t be a lie if she didn’t say any more than that.


‘No need to reply,’ she told Ma. With a ten-hour time difference, the less communication there was between them, the less chance of Tilly’s deceit being discovered.


‘I don’t like you getting that bus in the middle of the night,’ Ma said, not for the first time. ‘Pa woulda drove you to the airport.’


‘No need, the bus is fine.’


She’d told them Nadia’s family had no room for her in their car, that they’d asked her to get the bus to the airport. If Pa drove her there he’d go in with her, and if he went in he’d see no Nadia and family waiting to meet her, and no flight to Bali at eight o’clock.


‘Woulda drove you to the bus station, at least.’


‘Taxi’s fine, Ma.’


Just then she heard the double clunk of a car driving over the cattle grid, and seconds later there was her cab, pulling up outside. ‘Well,’ she said, reaching for the handle of her suitcase.


Ma’s embrace was awkward, and over quickly. She’d never been a comfortable hugger. ‘Look after yourself,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry about us.’


They’d given her two hundred dollars. Pa had handed it over the day before. ’Tain’t much, he’d said, but it’ll help. The tightly folded notes smelt of tobacco, like him. The sight of them had caused a guilty dip in the pit of Tilly’s stomach. They were giving her money, after what she’d done.


I don’t need it, she’d told him, I have enough, but he pressed it into her palm and that was that. Two hundred dollars was around a hundred and fifty euro. She’d change it when she got to Ireland.


‘Happy Christmas,’ she said to Ma.


‘We’ll miss you now,’ Ma said – but they wouldn’t miss her, not really. They had their own children, who so far hadn’t caused them anywhere near the trouble Tilly had.


She walked out to the car. The heat flung itself at her, it leapt in her mouth and caught in her throat. She hefted her case into the boot that the driver had popped open. She slid into the back seat and met his eyes in the rear-view mirror.


‘OK,’ she said, slamming the door, waving out at Ma.


Leaving all the bad stuff behind. Leaving it behind for good.
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It was halfway through the morning, three sleeps before Christmas. The day was damp and chilly, and had been pretty unremarkable so far. Gavin Connolly was making his way home in his small white van, having finished his Tuesday deliveries. He was trundling along the coast road that encircled Roone’s twenty-eight square miles, lifting a hand to the walkers and cyclists and other motorists he encountered, as every driver did on the island.


As he drove, he hummed a tune he’d heard issuing from Maisie Kiely’s radio just a few minutes earlier, the one about Mary having a little baby, all glory hallelujahs. Mary Somebody the singer was called too, English, he thought, the song washing over him as he’d handed over Maisie’s usual order of seven good-sized potatoes, half a dozen carrots, three onions and two litres of apple juice, along with an extra request this week for parsnips and Brussels sprouts. ‘I could set my clock by you,’ Maisie said, the same thing she told him every Tuesday morning.


It was while he was passing by the second largest of the island’s beaches that the day stopped being unremarkable. He glanced to his right and saw what he always saw at this time of year – grey sky, silver sea, wedge of shortbread-coloured sand with ribbons of seaweed in various shades of green and purple and brown strewn across it – but for the first time since coming to live on Roone he felt compelled to stop. No, more than that: he felt an almost overwhelming urge to get out of the van and make his way down to the beach and walk across it to the edge of the sea.


He stopped humming and pressed down on the brake pedal and tapered to a crawl. He travelled another fifty yards before pulling in by a little lane and turning off the engine. He sat in the silent van, contemplating the sea and trying to figure out why it had suddenly become irresistible to him.


It made no sense. Despite packing his bags in Dublin three years earlier and relocating to a small island on the other side of Ireland where he was surrounded by beaches, Gavin wasn’t generally given to spending much time on them. To put it bluntly, he didn’t much care for them, these strips of sand or pebbles, or a mix of both, that featured so prominently on Roone.


He wasn’t what you’d call a swimmer. He knew how to do it, if thrashing about with arms and legs and managing not to sink could accurately be described as swimming – but he had no real interest in the exercise, and so far he had successfully evaded Nell Baker’s offers to teach him properly.


To tell the truth, swimming had largely lost its appeal since he’d fallen into the sea while disembarking from lobster fisherman Willie Buckley’s boat on his first trip to Roone as a holidaymaker, an incident he’d been anxious to put behind him as quickly as possible – not that Willie and his buddies were inclined to let him forget – but the memory of it insisted on returning to him on the infrequent occasions that he poked his big toe into salt water after that.


Of course, beaches were more than simply launching pads for a bout of swimming. At the height of a good summer, Roone’s sandy borders were largely hidden under the oily limbs of reclining tourists, every one of whom seemed to be in search of the obligatory holiday tan – but, blessed as Gavin was with the pale, freckly complexion typically associated with the Irish native, lying in the sun for any length of time, whether slathered with factor 50 or not, was a practice he considered both unaccountably boring and vaguely dangerous. Besides, a tan was completely beyond his skin’s capabilities, so he never bothered trying to acquire one.


Which left the option of a beach walk, barefoot or otherwise – but while he was an avid walker whenever he got the chance, Gavin’s terrain of choice was a country road or lane where he could be sure of a relatively smooth surface underfoot, rather than a beach full of undulating rows of compacted sand, or pebbles that tended to collapse under each footfall.


All things considered, he tended to keep as much distance as he could between himself and the outer edges of Roone. Whenever Laura and the children were gathering buckets and spades for a day on the beach, Gavin made himself scarce. All the more reason, then, for him to sit in his stationary van on this particular December morning and wonder why he was feeling such a magnetic pull towards the sea.


And yet he couldn’t truly claim to be altogether surprised. After three years of living full time on the island, he was familiar enough with Roone to know that things often happened there for which no logical explanation could be found.


Wasn’t he harvesting apples from one of the trees in their orchard all year round, and wasn’t their juice renowned throughout the island for curing insomnia and psoriasis – and, if Betty Geraghty was to be believed, corns too?


Wasn’t there a sign that read The Statue of Liberty 3,000 miles stuck into the ground just beyond the cliff barriers and pointing towards America on the island’s west side? Hadn’t it been there for as long as Roone’s oldest resident could remember, and nobody at all able to say who had erected it? Hadn’t Kerry County Council taken it down more than once, only for it to reappear before the week was out, until they’d finally given up and left it there?


And hadn’t Maisie Kiely read his wife’s tea leaves last year and predicted Poppy’s arrival, despite Laura’s laughing protestation that two sets of twins were more than enough for any mother? A third girl, Maisie had insisted, peering into the depths of Laura’s teacup, and so it had come to pass – along with the dreadful other development that Maisie hadn’t foreseen, that none of them had seen coming.


But Roone was unique, no doubt about it – and, like the rest of its year-round residents, Gavin had become accustomed to, and had come to respect, the many whimsies of the island.


No breeze at all, the sea like a mirror this cold, calm morning, its surface sprinkled with the usual fishing trawlers, the last of the brightly coloured holiday craft having disappeared around the end of September. Little plashy harmless waves rolled onto the sandy shore, a hundred yards or so from where he was parked. If you wanted proper breakers you had to go to the far side of the island, where the Atlantic had full rein.


Nobody about at this hour, too early for the group of half a dozen over-sixties, the hardy souls (Maisie Kiely included) who walked the beach end to end each afternoon practically all year round, unless the weather was particularly shocking. And no sign this morning of seventy-something Con Maher, retired creamery worker, who peeled off his clothes and pulled on his ancient, bagging togs and raced into the sea for a three-minute dip every single day of the year. Con had probably been and gone by now.


Gavin wound down his window and took a few mouthfuls of the sharp, briny air – now that he did like, so wholesome and clean it tasted, far cry from what had been filling his lungs every day in Dublin. He closed the window and got out, banging the door shut behind him and leaving it unlocked as he ambled down the narrow lane that led to the beach.


He made his way to the water’s edge, hopping over the long, curly swathes of seaweed, skirting the occasional salty puddles, leaving a series of damp prints in his wake. Only half listening – because by now it was so familiar – to the rattling suck of the sea as it drew away from him, the moment of anticipation as it paused, the rushed exhalation of its return. The elemental moon-directed never-ending movement of the tide, the background music of his past three years. Keeping to its routine, as reliable as Con Maher.


When he was within a yard of the water he stopped and dropped to a squat, puzzling again as to what impulse had led him there. It occurred to him that it might have been his own subconscious, not in any particular hurry to get home, wanting to delay it for a few minutes.


Such a tragic state of affairs, when up to a few months ago the home he’d created with Laura and their children was his favourite place in the world, the place he couldn’t wait to get back to anytime he had to leave it. Now his overriding emotion each time he returned home was wariness: these days, it seemed he couldn’t do or say anything right as soon as he set foot inside the place.


It wouldn’t last, he kept telling himself. It would pass, this troubling time they were going through. It would pass, it would have to, and they’d be happy again.


A gull gave a sudden scream high above him: he lifted his gaze to follow its swoop across the sky, and a soft drizzle began to pat his face. First rain in over a week, if you could call it rain. He eyed the dark clouds moving in over the horizon, coming to replace the cauliflower-coloured sky that currently covered Roone. A storm on the way, according to Annie Byrnes’s bones, far more accurate than the Met Office when it came to predicting the weather.


A bad one, Annie had said, here this side of Christmas. We’ll be battening down the hatches, she’d told them. Hopefully it wouldn’t be too bad, hopefully it would be over before Christmas as well. No sign of it yet, though, the clouds the first indication of more sinister weather, but Annie’s bones were rarely wrong.


He glanced down to check his watch. Better not stay too long: Laura would be wanting her nap. He got to his feet, wondering what way he’d find her today, then catching the thought and flinging it from him, reminding himself of all she’d been through since March. Have patience, give her time.


He gave a final sweep of the beach – and there the small thing suddenly was, not half a dozen yards off to his right. Part in and part out of the water, each soft, incoming wave nudging it onto the sand, each pull back causing it to roll helplessly towards the sea again.


Here it was, the reason he’d been summoned: here was what he’d been sent to find. He knew it as surely as if someone had said it aloud.


The object was soft and floppy, no corners or angles to it. There seemed to be a broken quality about it, as if someone in a fit of rage had dashed it into the sea, wanting to put an end to it. In those first few seconds, while he was still far enough away for recognition to be uncertain, the sight of it gave Gavin a heart-flick of fright.


Everything about it – the shape and colour of it, the soggy bump of it onto the sand, the way it tumbled and rolled back – suggested to him a far more dreadful delivery from the sea than the usual offerings it threw up: driftwood, lengths of bleached bone, fragments of ragged clothing, rusted umbrella spines, remnants of burst footballs, battered rubbery flip-flops, skeletal kites, dented sun-cream bottles, tattered remains of lobster pots.


This was different. This was nothing like any of them. Gavin stepped cautiously towards the limp bundle, skin crawling with apprehension, wishing all at once that Laura was there with him – she was formidable in an emergency – but of course she was at home with the children. He looked to right and left again. He willed someone to appear but nobody did. He was completely on his own.


Up close, his fears were confirmed. No mistaking the lifeless little shape now, no chance he’d been wrong. It lay face down, small limbs splayed on the sand, out of reach finally of the receding tide. He crouched beside it, sick with dread. He forced himself to reach towards it, abdomen clenched, toes curling in their runners. He touched it: its cold clamminess made him shudder.


He turned it over.


It wasn’t a baby.


Relief washed through him. He gave a grateful bark of a laugh. He picked up the sodden rag doll – the precise size of a newborn but, aside from its rubbery head, made of cloth after all. No skin or bone or blood here, no silenced little heart. Its painted mouth smiled up at him, undimmed by its time in the sea.


‘Hello,’ he said aloud. ‘Fancy meeting you here.’ Round pink cheeks, black strokes of lashes above the oval blue eyes, little brown dots of freckles dancing haphazardly across the snub nose. White hair standing up in stiff spikes. ‘Thank God,’ he told it. ‘Thank God you’re not what I thought you were.’


He squeezed it out as best he could. Salt water spilled from its padded limbs and squat little torso, from the pink knitted dress that was miraculously still in one piece. Couldn’t have been that long in the water, a few days at the most, he reckoned. Fallen from a boat, maybe, or left forgotten on a rock and washed out to sea. And now washed back in again.


All the way home the doll bobbed and jumped damply from the rear-view mirror he’d draped it over. They mightn’t fancy it, any of his girls – the twins had a pile of dolls already, and Poppy was practically joined at the hip to her rabbit – but he couldn’t have left it there on the beach. If all else failed, they’d give it to Charlie.


He reached the house that he still thought of as Walter’s, probably because they’d named it after him when they’d opened the B&B. Walter’s Place, they’d called it, since everyone on Roone still referred to it as that. He turned into the driveway, whistling the tune that was back in his head. He parked in front of the shed and got out, bringing the doll with him. He walked around the side of the house and entered the way he always did, through the scullery and on into the kitchen.


His wife turned from the stove. She looked closed up, like she always did these days, and he yearned once again for the gregarious, big-hearted woman he’d fallen in love with. His two-year-old daughters, seated in front of bowls of banana chunks at the table, yelled, ‘Daddy!’ in perfect unison, like they did each time he reappeared, whether he’d been gone for two minutes or most of a day. Poppy, propped up with cushions in her playpen, flapped her fat little arms at him, crowing in delight. His daughters, at least, were pleased to see him.


He held the doll aloft. ‘Look what I found,’ he told them all.


‘Where is she?’ Laura asked.


He turned, waggled the doll at her. ‘Right here. Found her on the beach.’


Laura gave him a scathing look. ‘I’m not talking about that.’


It took him a second, two seconds. He lowered his arm slowly. The smile slid off his face.


‘Blast,’ he said.


He’d forgotten his mother.
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She slept on the plane, although she hadn’t thought she would, so keyed up she’d felt as she’d boarded the steps and threaded her way down the narrow aisle to her window seat. When the plane had begun to move she’d been horribly fearful, not knowing what was ahead, what to expect. The sudden forward rush on the runway had her gripping the armrests – was that supposed to happen? The tilt as the plane left the ground made her squeeze her eyes closed, not daring to look out at a view gone topsy-turvy – but once they levelled off, once the cabin crew began to move around the aircraft, she forced herself to relax.


She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead, not inclined to engage with the man next to her. She had no book, and no appetite for the magazine that poked from the seat pocket in front of her. With her head so full of the trauma of the previous weeks and months, and the uncertainty of what lay ahead, reading was completely beyond her. Eventually, maybe an hour into the flight, she fell asleep.


When she woke, a stewardess was telling her to fasten her seatbelt for landing. She was stiff from the cramped space, and cold from the plane’s air conditioning, which felt like it was on full blast. Goosebumps were rising on her bare arms, her toes curling in their thongs.


Her sweaters were all in her case, which was checked through to London. Her jacket was out of reach in the overhead compartment, along with her hand luggage. Easily known she was a novice traveller; probably plain as day to all the other passengers. She’d grin and bear it, and tell herself she was lucky to be out of the steam room that was Queensland in December.


The plane dipped and bucked as it descended, making her stomach lurch and her ears block unpleasantly. She shifted in the seat – why was there such little room? – and yawned the last of the sleep away as she made circles with her neck, trying to work the ache out of it.


Her eyes were still gritty with fatigue. She longed for a bed, or anywhere she could stretch out to ease her cramped muscles. Stupidly she hadn’t even tried to sleep last night, thinking it hardly worth the effort when she had to be up before three in the morning. What had she been thinking, with so many travelling hours ahead?


Her heart sank at the thought of two more flights, the next nearly twice as long as this one. She reminded herself that each hour on a plane was taking her further away from Australia, further away from the man who had ripped her heart in two. She’d concentrate on that, focus on the gap between them that was widening more with each mile she travelled.


She risked a look through the window and saw skyscrapers huddled far below, hazy with smog. She thought of the passengers on the planes that had left Boston on a bright September morning in 2001. Did they know, had the hijackers told them, they were going to die, or did the horror bloom slowly as they approached New York, as they flew much too close to the twin towers of the World Trade Center?


She shuddered, trying to dislodge the thought, trying not to follow it through to its hideous conclusion.


‘You OK?’


She started at the closeness of the voice, almost in her ear. She turned.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Didn’t mean to give you a fright. Thought the turbulence might be bothering you.’


He was Pa’s age, or maybe a bit older. Grey hair, a grizzle of white on his chin. Navy sweater, blue jeans. Face full of pores and crinkles, nose big and squashed-looking. They hadn’t exchanged a word up to now.


‘Soon be there,’ he said. ‘Ten minutes, fifteen the most. Always a bit bumpy on the way down, nothing to worry about.’


‘My first flight,’ she told him. Her mouth felt dry. She could have done with some water.


‘Your ears popping?’ he asked, and when she nodded he reached into the seat pocket in front of him and drew out a roll of mints.


‘Suck it slowly,’ he said. ‘Keep swallowing.’


It helped a bit. The plane swooped sharply, causing a collective murmur of alarm that rippled through the cabin.


‘Nothing to worry about,’ her companion repeated, and she tried not to worry.


‘What time is it?’ she asked, to take her mind off the movements. ‘In Singapore, I mean.’


‘Two hours earlier than Australia,’ he told her, and she sent the hands of her watch the wrong way around, back to just before two in the afternoon. It was as if they were being given a chance to live that couple of hours again. Imagine if she could turn back more time, if she could rewind the last seventeen years to the day when a woman in a Brisbane hospital had given birth to a baby she didn’t want.


They hadn’t told her, Ma and Pa. They’d waited until she’d asked.


We’re doing a project on family trees, she said to Ma. Her twelfth birthday not long gone, year seven just begun in school. I need the names of everyone in our family, as far back as you can go.


The names, Ma said – and something different in her voice made Tilly glance up from her folder.


All the ones you can remember, she said – but instead of giving her an answer, Ma went to the door and called Pa in from the yard.


I need both sides of the family, Tilly told her, yours and Pa’s. I can get his later.


Hold on, Ma said, in the same peculiar voice. Wait for Pa.


And when Pa came in, they told her together.


We really wanted you, Ma said.


We did, Pa said.


We were real happy when we got you.


That’s true. Real happy.


You were a real good baby. Slept right through from three weeks, didn’t she?


She did.


Hardly never cried. Only cried when you were hungry.


Tilly had tried to take it in. She wasn’t their child. She didn’t belong to them, she belonged to someone else. Everything shifted a little bit inside her. Everything shuffled around.


Was I called Tilly when you got me? she asked.


You were Matilda on your birth cert, Ma replied, but we reckoned you were much too small for that big name, so we changed it to Tilly.


And what happened to my real parents? she asked, but they couldn’t tell her anything about them.


We got you from a place in Brisbane, Ma said. Never met your real folks.


What kind of a place?


An adoption agency.


You went all the way to Brisbane to get me? she asked. They never travelled: Pa didn’t even like driving the seven miles into town.


He shook his head. A lady from the agency brung you to us on the train.


You were so tiny, Ma said. You weren’t even one week old. I was scared I might let you fall, and you’d break.


She was, Pa said. Real scared. I remember.


We were so happy to get you, Ma repeated, because I was told I couldn’t never have children of my own.


But Robbie is your own child, Tilly said. Robbie was three, and Tilly knew he was Ma’s because she had seen Ma getting fat when he was growing inside her.


He is, Ma agreed, her face going soft. He’s our little miracle. Ma had been forty-five when Robbie was born.


And two years after breaking the news of her adoption to Tilly, when Robbie was nearly five and Tilly was fourteen and Ma was three weeks off her fiftieth birthday and Pa was fifty-eight, they’d had another little miracle and called her Jemima.


They went looking for Tilly when they thought they couldn’t have any of their own, and then they had two of their own.


I’m adopted, Tilly told her teacher. I don’t know anything about my family tree – and the teacher just nodded and said Tilly could use her adopted family then, it didn’t really matter.


But it did really matter, of course it really mattered – although it was to take Tilly four more years to do anything with this new knowledge.


‘Here we go,’ said the man in the next seat, and Tilly felt the bump of Singapore beneath her.
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‘What I can’t understand,’ said Gladys, for the third time, ‘is how you could possibly have forgotten me. It’s not like I come to visit every day.’


‘I’m really sorry,’ Gavin said again.


The way he toadied to the woman. You’d think he was after abandoning her in a lion’s den instead of keeping her waiting ten minutes on a pier.


‘I mean, it’s not as if you have a proper job. It would be different if you were in an office or someplace like that, and you had to be looking for time off to collect me.’


‘Another bit of quiche, anyone?’ Laura enquired, throwing her husband a look. Don’t rise to it, the look said. Three days, the look said, and she’ll be gone.


But as usual, he missed the look completely. ‘I have a proper job, you know I have. I’m self-employed. I don’t want an office job.’


His mother waved a dismissive hand. ‘You know what I mean, Gavin, don’t pretend you don’t. I’m just saying you were out and about anyway in your little van. It’s not as if Roone is so big you’d be miles away from the pier.’


‘I wasn’t—’


‘Quiche?’ Laura thrust the dish practically under her mother-in-law’s nose. He forgot you for a few minutes: get over it. Much as you’d like to believe otherwise, the world doesn’t revolve around you.


Gladys shook her head. ‘No, thank you, dear. One slice was more than enough. I must pass on my quiche recipe to you: once you try the homemade one you won’t go back.’


‘Gladys, I have three children under three,’ Laura replied, knuckles white against the dish. ‘I don’t have time to make quiche.’


‘Oh, but really, it’s the easiest thing in the world – and Gavin will tell you how good mine is. He loves it.’


They both turned towards Gavin, who wisely chose that moment to shove a large portion of shop-bought quiche into his mouth, preventing him from doing much more than aiming an apologetic smile in their general direction.


‘Doesn’t seem to mind that one either,’ Laura remarked.


Gladys decided to change tack. ‘Ben, do you think you could take that wooden spoon away from your sister, dear? I’m getting quite a headache from all that hammering.’


‘I’m Seamus,’ Seamus said. She was always mixing up the boys – deliberately, Laura was sure. Anyone could tell them apart if they looked properly. She reached into the playpen and eased the wooden spoon from her youngest child’s grasp, causing Poppy to emit a stuttery squawk of protest. Good girl, she thought. Let rip; you might send Gladys out for a walk – but the traitorous child cast about and found Rabbity, and became distracted, in the inexplicable way of very small children, with his left ear.


It was only Gladys’s third visit to Roone. The first had been sixteen months previously, for the wedding of her son to the mother of his twin daughters. She hadn’t laid eyes on the girls – her only grandchildren – up to then, having turned down an invitation the summer before to attend their christening, and another to join the family on Roone for the Christmas that followed.


It’s because we’re not married, Gavin had admitted to Laura, who was secretly delighted not to have to put up with a woman who had disapproved of her from the day they’d met in Dublin.


Nothing had ever been said – Gladys was too clever for that – but she’d found plenty of other ways to make it quite plain that, as far as she was concerned, Laura was the scarlet woman who’d seen Gavin as an easy touch, who’d thought nothing of saddling him with another man’s children. Laura was the merry widow who’d inveigled poor Gavin into moving across the country with her, far from his doting mother. Laura was the hussy who’d trapped him with more children, forcing him to put a ring on her finger.


Never mind that when Gavin and Laura met, he hadn’t been a bit put out to hear that she came complete with two sons. On the contrary, Laura had got the impression that the twins were an added attraction. Aisling said she didn’t want children, he’d told Laura, referring to his first wife, who hadn’t lost any time getting pregnant with the man she’d abandoned her marriage for. Gavin had bonded almost instantly with Laura’s boys, delighted with his ready-made family.


Never mind that once they’d decided to embark on a relationship, Gavin was the one who’d been pushing for the four of them to move from Dublin to Roone, the island where they’d taken separate holidays shortly before they met, the island they’d all grown to love.


Never mind that Gavin had proposed twice, and been turned down twice, before Laura decided she’d better make an honest man of him, now that he’d given her her second round of twins.


Ignore all that: Gladys didn’t want to know; she believed what she wanted to believe. Laura gritted her teeth on each of the mercifully few occasions that they met, and did her best to overlook the thinly cloaked barbs, and the subtle but discernible criticism of everything from Laura’s housekeeping – fair dues: a tidy home had never been a priority – to her parenting skills, which Laura considered above reproach.


Last December, Laura had sent Gavin to Dublin a week before Christmas to spend a few days with his mother. It was that or invite Gladys to Roone for Christmas again – and after coming to their wedding in September, there was a very real danger that this time she might accept. Her strategy worked and Gladys stayed put; but this year they weren’t so lucky. In October Gladys announced that she would be paying them a Christmas visit, and what could they do but agree?


To Laura’s great relief, it turned out that their visitor wouldn’t be staying for the festivities on the twenty-fifth. I’ve been invited to a friend’s for Christmas dinner, she told them, so I’ll go home on Christmas Eve. I presume the ferry will still be running then?


They assured her that it would: Leo Considine, Roone’s long-serving ferry operator, always worked a full day on the twenty-fourth to ensure that everyone got home for Christmas. Even if that hadn’t been the case, Laura would happily have paid him double time to make a special trip. Come hell or high water, Gladys would be sent packing on Christmas Eve – and Laura had quietly invited a gathering of neighbours around to the house that same evening, in celebration of the event.


Who cared that she had a million and one things still to do? The artificial Christmas tree standing in the sitting room but as yet unadorned, not a single present wrapped, the cake she’d chanced making still without icing, the crackers not bought, the decorations not up. Who cared that the very thought of hosting a party made her weary? She needed a party, she’d find the energy, and it would be good to have a few friends around. It might take her mind off things for a while.


She rose from the table now and lifted Poppy from the playpen. ‘Time for us ladies to have our naps,’ she said. ‘Gavin, you’ll manage for an hour or so?’


‘Course I will.’


‘Gladys, don’t dream of doing the washing-up: you’re the visitor.’


‘Of course I’ll do it,’ her mother-in-law replied, as Laura knew she would: any excuse to contradict her. It was a tiny victory: she found scant comfort in it. What did a few plates and cups matter, when everything else was such a shambles?


She took her leave of them, feeling the familiar heaviness in her legs as she trudged upstairs with her load. Would she ever feel normal again? Would she ever get back to where she’d been before the world as she knew it had been yanked off its axis last March?


Jack had said it would take time. He’d sat her down in his surgery and confirmed her fears as gently as he could. She’d gone to him in confidence, knowing that Gavin would be no help to her if the news was bad – he was hopeless in a crisis.


No B&B for you this year, Jack said. It’ll be challenging enough for you to cope with everything else – everything else being one husband, four children, thirty-four hens, a donkey, a pot-bellied pig, two miniature goats and a dog, not to mention whatever treatment would be needed to make breast cancer go away.


Oh, and a fifth baby due in early August, the pregnancy she’d been pretty sure of officially confirmed by Jack on the same day. Some day that had been.


Predictably, Gavin cried when she went home and told him. Well, first he laughed.


I’m pregnant, she said – start with the good stuff – and he caught her up and spun her around, over the moon at the news. Thrilled at the prospect of becoming a father again. Born to be a dad, Gavin Connolly was.


One or two? he asked, and Laura told him just one this time.


There’s more, she said then, seeing his happiness drain away as she told him the rest of it.


No, he said, his face collapsing. No, he repeated, his eyes filling and overflowing, his chin trembling. Not cancer, he said, gathering her towards him again, great heaving sobs making any more words impossible as he wept into her hair. Crying the way he always cried, as messily and unselfconsciously as a child, shaking and shuddering against her.


It’s OK, she told him. We’ll get through this. Offering what comfort she could, as if he was the one who’d been given the diagnosis. Of the two of them she’d always been the strong one: she was the one who’d survived when her first husband Aaron had taken his life a week before his twin boys were born. She’d cried a billion tears after him but she’d survived, and battling against the grief that attacked at every turn had made her stronger.


We’ll cope, she told Gavin – because they had to cope. Leaving five children without a mother was simply not an option. But God, the thought of what lay ahead was terrifying.


A mastectomy, as soon as Jack could arrange it. Too late for a lumpectomy, he said, the swelling under her arm ignored by her for too long. Chemotherapy to follow, however much would be needed. Weeks, maybe months of treatment to be endured, running parallel with the usual ups and downs of pregnancy. The prospect appalled her beyond measure.


The surgery was done quickly, at least. Thanks to the premium health insurance policy her father paid for – on the insistence of her stepmother, Susan – Laura was on the road to Cork Hospital less than a fortnight after her diagnosis, a road that was to become wearyingly familiar to her.


According to her oncologist, the operation was a success. Looks like we got it all, he said, a big smile on his overfed face. I’m very pleased with your X-rays, he said, as if he expected her to pin a medal on him. She couldn’t look at the mess they’d left behind, couldn’t think about it without wanting to dig a hole and bury what was left of her in it.


Cop yourself on, she told herself, you’re one of the lucky ones. Look at all those who don’t come through it. Look at Francie Keating, dead last Christmas from a brain tumour, leaving three young children without a father. Count your blessings, stay strong. And for the sake of her four children, and the fifth that was waiting to be born, she did the best she could, but the effort almost killed her.


Thank God for her stepmother, Susan, who arrived from Dublin the day Laura came home from the hospital, bringing chocolates and perfume and books. She stayed with them for ten days, fielding visitors, baking Rice Krispie buns with the children, drinking green tea with Laura after everyone else was in bed.


You’ll get through this, she said, the night before she returned to Dublin. Half past one in the morning, the house still and silent, the red coals in the fireplace their only light. You’ll fight it and you’ll win.


Not everyone wins, Laura replied. What if I don’t? Susan the only person in the world she could have this conversation with: Gavin would crumble, Nell would probably cry too.


You will, Susan replied calmly. Of course you’ll win, you’re far too strong not to. Lots of people beat that bastard, and you’ll be one of them. Her voice full of certainty, every word like balm.


You needn’t think you’re going to land me with five kids, she went on. Bad enough making me a grandmother at thirty without expecting me to raise them too – which brought the first smile to Laura’s face in days. It was a watery, shaky effort, but it was a smile.


Of course there was no danger of Susan being landed with the children. They’d still have their father – who would surely pack them up and bring them straight to his mother in Dublin, and Laura couldn’t bear the thought of them being raised by Gladys. But what could she do? Gavin was their father: the decision would be up to him.


Not that any decision would be needed, of course, because Laura was going nowhere.


When she left, Susan promised to come back as soon as the chemo started. I’m four hours away, she said, that’s all.


Gladys had offered to come too, of course, when they’d broken the news to her. We don’t need her, Laura told Gavin. We have plenty of help. Susan is coming.


I’ll tell her that, he said – but Gladys was having none of it. She bided her time until Susan had left, and then descended on them, bringing with her a crocheted bed jacket two sizes too big for Laura, a stack of colouring books for the children and several loaves of her intimidatingly wholesome brown bread.


And to give the woman her due, she rose magnificently to the occasion. She took possession of the kitchen, rearranging shelves and restocking the fridge with her own preferences. She managed to get the children to eat porridge and brown bread for breakfast – it was only weeks later that Gavin confessed he’d bribed them into it – and for dinner she served up the dishes that the various women of Roone were dropping in each day.


In a whole week she managed to upset only one person, when she remarked to Ita Fennessy – within earshot of Gavin – that the laundry Ita was collecting and dropping back for Laura could do with a bit of conditioner in the final rinse. It makes the towels softer, she said, seeming oblivious to Ita’s offended silence. The day she left, Laura served the remains of her bread to Caesar, who accepted it without complaint. Then again, pot-bellied pigs ate everything.


The chemotherapy was horribly sickening but she endured it, got through it, like she’d said she would. She pasted on a smile when the kids were around, and saved her rage and her tears for when they were out of earshot. Susan was a regular visitor, ferrying Laura to and from the hospital, tucking her into bed when they got home, keeping the children at bay until Laura felt human again.


In the middle of it all Poppy was born, blessedly healthy, protected by the placenta from the poison they were pumping into her mother – and finally, at the end of September, her second round of chemo came to an end and Laura was deemed well again.


But Lord, the fight had sucked every ounce of energy from her – she who had been ferociously energetic before. Now, even with her afternoon nap, she felt like a zombie most of the time. And was it really over? Had they really cut it all out? And even if they had, what was to stop it coming back? It had invaded her body once: what if it decided to pay another visit?


The fear was constantly with her. It sat in her head and tormented her. It polluted her dreams, waiting to ambush her the minute she woke.


Her marriage suffered. Maybe it was inevitable: maybe cancer challenged everyone’s marriage. Her patience wore thin so quickly these days with Gavin: the characteristics she’d regarded as quirks – his DIY ineptitude, his financial cluelessness, his inability to say no to the children – irritated her now to the point of wanting to scream at him. She did scream, a few times, when the children were safely in bed.


She’d screamed at him only yesterday.


You’re having an affair with Bernie Flannery, aren’t you? I see you, I saw how you looked at her – and as ever, Gavin remained calm and refused to scream back, which only made her want to yank his head off his shoulders.


But she knew he wasn’t having an affair, with pretty twenty-something Bernie Flannery or with anyone else. He wasn’t the type to have an affair – he wouldn’t know how. He’d be as hopeless at that as he was at everything else he attempted, except growing vegetables and looking after animals, and letting his precious mother make a fool of him.


Their sex life was a thing of the past. Laura hadn’t let him near her since the surgery. She couldn’t bear the thought of being touched in that way now. She turned her back on him in bed, and he made no attempt to initiate anything. Probably wasn’t interested either – who’d want her the way she was now?


If Susan had noticed anything while she was around, she’d said nothing. It was a bad patch, Laura told herself. All marriages had them. People married for better or worse, and this was part of the worse. They got through the days, they went to bed at night. They were weathering the storm and presumably, like all storms, it would eventually pass.


Her parents’ marriage hadn’t weathered the storm it had gone through – but Laura wasn’t her mother, and Gavin was nothing like her father. They’d do better: with five children, several animals and two businesses depending on them, they had to.


The main business had taken a back seat. The B&B had stayed closed, no guests at all this year. Their only sources of income had been what Gavin made on his side of things, and the donkey rides that went ahead as usual in the field beside the house from May to September. Money was tight – but this was Roone, and people were wonderful.


In the bedroom Laura laid Poppy on the bed. ‘I’m still here,’ she told her, pulling apart the fasteners of the miniature tangerine fleecy cardigan. ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ she said – she wasn’t, she wasn’t – easing off the navy T-shirt and sky-blue trousers, bending to press her face into the irresistible bowl of her daughter’s stomach, planting kisses on the tiny chest, squeezing the pudgy knees.


‘You’re stuck with me,’ she said, lifting each foot in turn to nuzzle the velvet-soft soles, inhaling the gorgeous scent of her, marvelling at the glorious babiness of the squirming little creature laid out before her.


She changed Poppy’s nappy and got her into the pale blue pyjamas sprinkled with white butterflies that Nell Baker had given her last week. Nell showered the child with gifts, bringing something new practically every time she appeared from next door.


Over and above your duties, Laura protested. Godparents are supposed to make sure she says her prayers and makes her first communion, stuff like that – but the presents kept coming.


I’ll be taking them all back when I have my girl, Nell promised. One boy so far for her, Tommy heading for his second birthday in February – and Nell making no secret of her desire to give him at least one sibling.


Laura settled Poppy in her cot with Rabbity, who’d begun life ten years earlier as a cradle companion for Ben and Seamus, cherished equally by both. She remembered them asleep side by side, each of them holding tight to a paw.


When her daughters had come along eight years later, they were flooded with toys from Roone residents, the only twins to be born on the island in years, and Rabbity had stayed put in the box of keepsakes that Laura had stored in the attic – but with Poppy’s arrival something had made her produce him again, and he’d become her youngest child’s furry companion of choice.


More than a little ragged around the edges by now – so many hugs and kisses and squeezes over the years, not to mention hundreds of visits to the washing machine – but cherished none the less by Poppy, who latched onto a long floppy ear now and stroked it dreamily with her thumb as she sucked on her soother and looked up unblinkingly at her mother.


‘You have a new dolly,’ Laura told her. ‘Daddy found her on the beach.’ A raggedy old thing: he should have left it alone, but with the children there to witness its arrival, Laura had felt duty bound to say nothing. ‘We’ll give her a bath and she’ll be lovely. She can be Rabbity’s friend.’


Parents didn’t have favourites. Laura treasured each of her children, felt the same fierce, blind love for them all. She would unhesitatingly throw herself in front of a double-decker bus to save any one of them, would kill without thinking to defend them.


But Poppy. Ah, Poppy. Poppy was special.


It was because she’d had to compete with chemotherapy, even before she was born. It was because Laura had lived in terror that her baby would be harmed by it, despite her oncologist’s assurance that she’d be protected. It was because Poppy wasn’t a twin: she didn’t have another half, like the other four did. Poppy had come to them all alone, unpaired, unmatched. Ben had Seamus, Evie had Marian, Poppy had nobody.


For whatever reason, Poppy had manoeuvred her way into prime position in Laura’s heart. You’re mine, she’d told her mother the first time they’d come face to face, and I’m yours – and there wasn’t a thing Laura could do about it.


She stepped away from the cot and got out of her clothes, avoiding the mirror. No more undressing anywhere near a mirror, not any more. We can do a reconstruction, her oncologist had said. In a few months we can talk about it, when you feel ready – but however they patched her up, Laura didn’t think she’d ever be able to look properly at her naked self again.


She’d lost weight. She was a size ten now, after years of struggling to fit into a fourteen. For the first time in her life she had the slender frame she’d envied on others, and all she wanted to do was swaddle it in baggy clothing so she could forget about what lay beneath. The irony of that.


It doesn’t change how I feel about you, Gavin had said in the days after the surgery, before she’d driven him away. You’re still beautiful, I love you, I always will – but Laura couldn’t listen to it, she didn’t want to hear it, and eventually he stopped saying it.


She pulled on the grey tracksuit that was waiting on her pillow, and it enfolded her like a mother’s embrace. She slid into bed, her tired muscles surrendering gratefully. She tucked the duvet around her, relishing the feathery softness of it.


Within minutes, mother and daughter were asleep.
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‘Pardon?’ she said, for what felt like the hundredth time since she’d landed, everything needing to be repeated in this alien place called England, where English made no sense at all.


‘Fancy anyfink wi’ va’?’ the woman behind the counter repeated. ‘Piestry?’


Not a clue. It had to be English, in London’s biggest airport, but it sounded as foreign to Tilly as Japanese. A fellow passenger had said something that sounded like a question as they’d stood next to one another at the baggage carousel, and even though she knew it was English – she recognised the occasional word – all Tilly could do was shake her head apologetically.


‘Somefink else,’ the saleslady said – did Tilly imagine the hint of impatience? ‘A piestry, or anyfink?’ Indicating finally the glass-topped display unit to her left, behind which various confections were displayed – slices of cake, round glazed buns studded with raisins, pinwheel Danish pastries.


Pastries. Piestries.


‘Oh … no thanks, just the juice.’


She handed over a ten-pound note, the fifty sterling pounds she’d bought in a bank in town last week already broken into with her purchase of a coach ticket to Stansted airport. A one-way coach ticket: no point in buying a return she might not use.


Everything was so uncertain, everything about this trip so tentative and faltering. She wished she could see what lay ahead, just far enough to know that it was going to be alright. But she had no crystal ball, no way of knowing the reception that awaited her on Roone.


She shoved her change into her jeans pocket and pulled her case behind her to the row of hard plastic seating that was set at right angles to the big plate-glass window overlooking the coach park. People sat or lay across the chairs, their luggage close by. She selected a seat at the end of the row and sank down, placing her bottle of apple juice on the low table that was welded to the floor in front of her and shoving her suitcase underneath. She drew her legs up and wrapped her arms around them, resting her chin on her knees. She took stock.


Here she was in Europe. Here she was in London, England. Home to Sherlock Holmes, and Jack the Ripper – and hadn’t Harry Potter got his train to Hogwarts from a London station? She tried to remember anything else she knew about the city, but apart from Prince William’s wedding, which she and Lien had stayed up to watch on TV, her fatigued mind refused to yield any more.


Heathrow was thronged this evening, everyone presumably going home for Christmas, wherever home was. Every nationality was here: she watched them tiredly as they swarmed past her. Men in turbans and skullcaps and cowboy hats, women in veils and burkas and saris and kimonos. Every colour skin, from whitest pale to golden to deepest blue-black. Long dark beards and ginger curls and burgundy streaks, earrings and nose rings, tattoos and orange robes. All human life seemed to be passing through, filling the air with countless different tongues.


But it wasn’t just the languages that were foreign. Everything was an unknown quantity here, from the quality of the air to the poster ads for products she’d never heard of to the mostly unfamiliar shops she’d passed as she’d made her way through the terminal building, following signs for the coach park.


Good that the bulk of her journey was behind her now. She hadn’t imagined that travelling, simply sitting on a plane or in an airport, could be so exhausting. It felt like an eternity since she’d climbed into the taxi outside her house, since she’d watched Ma’s face in the window getting smaller as they’d pulled away.


She ran through what was left of her journey. A two-hour trip to Stansted, a ninety-minute flight to Kerry, a bus from the airport to the coast, and finally a ferry to Roone. With waiting times included, another ten or twelve hours.


She checked her watch, adjusted for the second time on landing at Heathrow. Just gone eleven o’clock in the evening here, which meant that she should be arriving on Roone, assuming there were no hitches, by noon tomorrow at the latest.


Nine o’clock the next morning in Queensland right now. Pa already out in the fields, Ma feeding the kids. Both of them expecting her home on New Year’s Day.


She couldn’t think about that now.


She took her phone from her bag and texted Ma for the second time. All well, hope everything good at home. It took a while to send. She watched the screen anxiously – what if it failed? What if she’d made a mistake with her roaming package, and it didn’t apply in Europe? – but eventually it went off. Next text, with any luck, would be sent from Roone. Another vague message, telling them nothing. Telling them no lies.


She thought about sending a text to Lien, but they’d agreed not to, to save money. Store it all up, Lien had said, until you get back, and take loads of snaps – and Tilly had said nothing about the fact that she more than likely wouldn’t be back, because not even Lien knew that. Not even Lien knew the worst bit. How would she ever explain it to her best friend? How could their friendship ever survive this?


She rubbed her face, yawning. She must look a mess, colourless and drawn, hair uncombed, teeth not brushed in what felt like a century. Her toothbrush was sitting in her toilet bag: she had only to open her case, but she hadn’t the energy yet to find a bathroom. Grubby from no shower, crumpled clothes. Awful.


She hadn’t slept at all on the second flight, hadn’t managed to drift off in the eternity it had taken – thirteen hours, something like that – to get from Singapore to London. She’d watched three films, two of which she’d seen before and hadn’t much liked first time round.


Despite not feeling in the least hungry she’d attempted to eat at least some of whatever was placed in front of her: chicken that sat in a pool of greyish sauce, along with overcooked chunks of carrot and a scoop of mashed potato; a plastic tub of watery pink yogurt; slices of rubbery bacon and a rock-hard fried egg, and something that she thought was probably supposed to be a sausage link but tasted a lot different.


The salad that had accompanied the chicken dish was probably the highlight: hard to go wrong with slices of tomato and cucumber, a scatter of olives and a few loops of onion.


Her seat companions on her second flight had been an extremely thin Asian woman who looked to be in her thirties, and two small silent children, no older than five or six, who were definitely siblings and possibly twins.


Hello, Tilly said to the little boy as he’d taken his seat beside her – and he immediately stuck his thumb into his mouth and looked straight ahead. His sister, seated next to him, stared accusingly at Tilly until the mother bent and whispered something, at which stage the child turned her attention to the doll she held in her lap, shooting occasional furtive glances in Tilly’s direction until she eventually fell asleep.
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