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CHAPTER ONE

It’s still not too late. Make a telephone call and say there’s a bomb on the plane. Use a public phone and then leave.They’d never find you in these crowds.

Or pretend there’s a family emergency and they have to be taken off immediately.

Or something. Do something!

Sophie fights to suppress the insistent inner voice. She had taken the morning off to drive Riba and her daughter to the airport and is due back at work immediately after lunch. Then, having shepherded them through check-in - and managing to stay supportive right up to the last cheery, smiling wave - she found she could not leave.

She shifts on the high, hard stool at one of the coffee counters in the departures area, staring into the pallid depths of the dregs in her paper cup. Although Dublin airport is in a state of constant expansion, the crowds increase quicker than the extensions can be built and it is an uncomfortable place in which to linger, especially for someone like her, who hates hustle and noise. Yet here she remains. It is as though she has been tethered to that plane out there with a hawser.

Come on, come on. There’s still time. There’s a set of public telephones right over there . . . They won’t have taken off yet . . . Or go over and say something at the ticket desk . . . Pretend they’ve forgotten something crucial . . .

Although she does not notice it, she is attracting attention, and not because of her stress. Naturally elegant, and as unselfconscious as her best friend is flamboyantly self-aware, Sophie is one of those women who can wind an old sheet around herself and look as though she has emerged from a top designer’s boutique. Having left her coat in her car, she is wearing only a simple navy dress under a rust-coloured jacket from Dunnes Stores, which, on anyone else, would look as cheap as it had been.

Where her friend is lush, Sophie is lean and lissom. Taller than average, with a delicately featured, heart-shaped face, she wears her fair, uncoloured hair cut boyishly short because it is easier to manage that way. She uses mascara and eyebrow pencil only because, in her opinion, without them her blonde eyelashes and eyebrows make her look as pink-eyed as the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland.

Although it is now second nature to use the name Riba when they are face to face, in Sophie’s mind her friend will always be Eily. The two have been together since early childhood; side by side, their mothers wheeled them out in prams at a time when the Dublin suburb to which they had moved from the inner city was still surrounded by agricultural land, and when birds still outnumbered cars on the brand-new grid of mucky, unfinished roads and avenues, drives, crescents and groves.

Even after Eily’s parents died, and throughout the vicissitudes that followed, she and her best friend had played - when Eily had been allowed to play - squabbled, competed for school honours and boyfriends, shared traumas, real and imagined, whispered thrilling secrets to one another, taught one another how to kiss properly and bedded their lives in the substance of friendship. Each stood for the other at their weddings, and Sophie was godmother to Eily’s daughter, Zelda.

And when, five years later, Eily had given birth to a son, Sophie had fought hard to be delighted and won - just about. Still, her own childlessness is by far the most difficult cross she has to bear and there is not a single day when, privately, she does not mourn.

So Eily and her brood are as close as family for Sophie, whose mother and father have emigrated to New Zealand to be near one of her twin brothers, married there with a large family, and close-ish, but not too close, to the other who lives an openly gay lifestyle in Sydney. Although she had tried not to resent it, their migration towards their grandchildren seemed like further censure of her own barrenness.

Enough! Sophie uncrosses her legs and sits up straighter. Just two weeks into the new Millennium, and her resolution to stop moping about - to blow away the cobwebs of her life - is already broken.

‘Hello! Still here?’

She whirls on her stool to find Brian McMullan standing behind her.

Eily’s husband had fought through every last ditch of this Caribbean ‘nonsense’, as he calls it, a rolling war that had culminated in a refusal to drive his wife and daughter to the airport. But here he is.

 



The Air Arda flight attendants, women’s hair backcombed into sophisticated but unflattering French pleats, men’s shirt collars as sparkling as their teeth, drift up and down the narrow, humming aisle, managing to look simultaneously competent and bored as they signal to each other with eyes and eyebrows.

‘Are you all right, darling?’ Riba reaches across the aisle to her daughter. ‘Comfortable? No pain?’

‘Stop fussing - please!’ Nineteen years old and as bolshie as any normal girl her age, Zelda throws off the  encroaching hand and, angling her face away from her mother as far as it will go, presents the back of her head. Withdrawing, Riba sighs - then catches the glance of a woman in the seat directly behind her daughter and throws her eyes to heaven. The other woman smiles sympathetically and, rejoicing in the complicity of motherhood, Riba sits forward to pull out the elasticised seat pocket in front of her, double-checking on the single-use syringes she has stowed there. Yes, they’re safe. The medication itself is stored in the refrigerator of the galley. It had been quite a palaver getting everything through the security systems at the airport, and she had had repeatedly to show the prescriptions and authorisations.

Multiple myeloma. The words could refer to flowers. Such a musical name for such a horrid disease. She shudders with distaste as she lets the elastic twang back into place and settles into her seat.

It’s so unfair. If you have acute appendicitis your choices are clear. You don’t get it treated? You die. It is as though Zelda’s illness, a cancer of the bone marrow, is having fun with the human race. No two people suffer identically, or respond identically to any treatments, whether that is bone-marrow transplant, or the most potent drugs, the very newest of which include the so-called ‘analogues’ of Thalidomide. No way is Riba letting any of that near her daughter’s delicate body. She is sick of conventional medicine, of all medics; sick of hearing about the balance of probabilities and about everything being a matter of trial, error, and the weighing up of acceptable risk. No one will risk giving even the smallest of guarantees. When you try to press them for time scales, or even long-term hope, their eyes slide away.

While she is waiting to die, all the treatments are having terrible side-effects, illustrated by poor Zelda’s thin, tortured body.

Would anyone blame Riba for taking matters into her own hands? Jay’s hands?

She and her daughter are in the second last row of the charter aircraft, in place for quite a while now; they were boarded by seat-number from the rear. Around and ahead of them, in cheerful cacophony with Enya’s crooning through the PA system, their fellow travellers continue to sort themselves out, cramming carry-on bags into the already stuffed overhead lockers, squeezing themselves into their seats. The lockers above Riba had already been too full to take either her large handbag or her flight bag and since the latter is taking up the entire space under the seat in front of her, she has had to wedge the handbag between herself and her armrest. To keep it snug, she wears its shoulder strap bandolier-style across her chest and abdomen. She is determined not to let even this little discomfort bother her. Nothing is going to go wrong today.

Having booked so recently, they had been lucky to get these seats at all. Mid-January to mid-February has become high season for all transatlantic travel, the travel agent had explained, what with all the Tesco, Superclub and Super Valu half-price, two-for-one and coupon offers. Time was when Miami, where they are bound on their first leg, was Shangri-la for Irish people. Now, as she looks around her at the groups of ear-ringed (on the dole?) lads, the gangs of fiercely bleached women breaking out the booze from their capacious handbags and taking sneaky mouthfuls, Riba thinks ruefully that America has become an affordable Disney World, so that taking the trip has to have lost some of its cachet. Time was when you would have boasted about going to New York, but no longer. Not that she should talk, of course, twopence ha’penny looking down on twopence.

[image: 001]

Brian McMullan had spotted Sophie by chance. He had been on his way into the Departures area, hoping to blag his way in through security, when he had seen her sitting at the coffee counter. He runs a small car-hire firm from a depot in Finglas and a concession desk at the airport and therefore has ID. ‘How did it go?’ He slides on to the stool next to Sophie. ‘I suppose they’re on board by now and I’m too late?’

‘I - I thought you wouldn’t - Eily said you were taking a car to Shannon today.’

He is not surprised that she is off-balance. Although it is a free country and he has been able - just - to tolerate Eily’s infatuation with Jay Street and his organisation, from the time this trip was first mooted, he has been adamant that hauling Zelda half-way round the world is a fool’s errand. His failure to put a stop to it is a source of deep distress.

Yet, when barely ten miles out of Dublin on the Naas dual-carriageway, he had screeched into a U-turn and raced back to see them off. ‘I changed my mind - but I knew I’d be too late.’ He stares straight ahead at the hapless girl behind the counter who, swamped with orders, has decided to make her protest by reducing the speed of her leisurely activities from slow to crawl. ‘I decided to come in anyway, just in case they were delayed or something - I didn’t expect to find you still here.’

‘I shouldn’t be. I’m due back at work in an hour, and if the traffic is bad . . .’

‘The traffic is bloody murder.’ Brian tries to catch the eye of the waitress, who is taking plenty of God’s good time to open a blister pack of paper cups with the aid of a thumbnail. ‘Seriously, though, they’ll have to do something about access to this airport. Talk about a banana republic! The only bloody capital city in the E.U. without a train link to its airport. I would have thought January  was safe enough, but I couldn’t get into the concession spaces and it took me nearly twenty-five minutes to find a bay in the short-term car park.’ He glances at Sophie then stares at his hands. ‘I’m chattering, amn’t I?’

‘Go ahead. Chatter all you like.’ Sophie puts her arm around his shoulders and squeezes, like the good friend she is.

 



Hemmed in for a moment by the sleek navy backside of an attendant who is making herself small to let another pass, Riba stares at the tweed of the seat back in front of her and worries about the effect of economy-seat syndrome, or whatever they call it. The papers have been full of it lately. Embolisms. Deaths. With Zelda’s blood in the state it is, should she have splashed out and booked business class on a proper airline? Although money is a bit less of a problem than it was when they were starting off, they still have to be a little careful and it did not occur to her.


Oh, for goodness’ sake. She arrests this latest strand of the negativity that is bothering her today and, as the attendant moves off to tidy coat sleeves and bag straps into the overhead bins, scolds herself: What’s the problem? Everything is working like a dream.


For instance, just look at where they are sitting. Having initially been dismayed that they couldn’t be seated together, she understands now that she should have had more trust. Their location is actually a blessing, if there really is such a syndrome as this economy-seat thing. It will be easier to stretch their legs from these aisle seats, to move around without disturbing their sleeping or eating neighbours. Oh, yes, Zelda will probably huff and puff about being forced to stand up and walk about a bit. She’ll say she’s too tired to move, all the rest of it, but Riba will prevail. Serenely. No fireworks. Just patience.

She had not fully taken in the implications of Zelda’s illness for the first two months after the diagnosis, which was a long time coming. Myeloma, the doctors had told her eventually, was usually a disease of later life. It had been small comfort to Riba to be told that her daughter was a phenomenon, that before her, only three cases in the world had been reported in a patient under thirty.

She had overcome her fear with serious outrage: this could not be happening to her own lovely, lively daughter. During those two months, while the extra tests were done and the chemotherapy started, she had buried herself in frantic activity. She had read everything she could find on the illness, all the fact sheets and newsletters; she had hawked poor Zelda round acupuncturists, reflexologists, seventh sons of seventh sons, even to a Chinese couple who practised qi gong. She had sat at Donny’s shoulder while he trawled the myeloma websites for the latest developments. She had seized on every (rare) story of survival, and had written away for further information. Yet even here she had found little comfort because underlying the long and pathetically hopeful essays she had received from these victims was resignation to their fate.

Riba can remember every second of the turning point - that critical meeting with Zelda’s medical team when all the test results were in. It had taken place in the inappropriate surrounds of the hospital’s coffee shop and her nostrils are still lined with the smell of the lemony disinfectant used to wash the floors of the place.

While all around them, people did normal things like chat, drink tea and eat limp sandwiches, Riba survived the terrible things the consultant was saying by dint of registering the crumpled Cellophane from the staff nurse’s Danish pastry on the table in front of her, the insipid flower prints on the walls, the dangling stethoscopes, her  husband’s ashen colour. She can still feel the chill emanating from Brian’s sturdy body as, dumb with incomprehension, fear and misery, he had gazed around at the circle of faces, grave over limp white coats.

When, towards the end of the meeting, she understood the reality that her daughter was under sentence of death, the sensation was like piling full tilt into a high blind wall made of concrete and she felt dizzy with pain. Why them, why her? Why this lithe, beautiful girl above all others?

She fought the pain and refused to wallow in defeatism. Even as the head buck consultant continued to murmur about T-cells, new vaccines going into clinical trials and all the latest research from America, Riba was pulling herself back from the precipice and turning round to throw herself wholeheartedly into Jay Street’s embrace. If medicine, even alternative medicine, thought it could shovel her beautiful daughter into an early grave, it had another think coming and she, who already had unquestioning faith in Jay’s ability to marshal the forces of healing inherent in all of us, now inflated that belief until it became ironclad certainty.

It was inconvenient that Jay lived in the Caribbean, but so be it. If necessary, she would have taken Zelda to the moon.

 



‘Is there a way I can ring them, maybe on a courtesy phone?’

Sophie stares at Brian. This is not the capable, confident, rugby-head of her acquaintance. A very big man, with neck and shoulders as strong as a bull’s and a thatch of strawberry blond hair, Brian McMullan has always radiated strength and certainty, so his tremulousness is unsettling. She averts her eyes: ‘You know better than me that it’s not on, Brian, once they’ve boarded.’

That he is echoing her own desire to use the phone to  stop this insanity is unsettling but now that someone else is astride the situation, someone with a greater claim to ownership of it, her inner voice has muted and for this she is grateful. ‘Look,’ she says, on impulse, ‘why don’t we go and park at the perimeter and watch them take off? If we go now we’re sure to see them. You know her - she’s sure to “feel” you’re there, even if she doesn’t see you.’

He flashes her a brief, knowing smile but then suppresses it.

Sophie is brisk: ‘Do it for your sake. At least it might make you feel better.’

He does not get off his stool. Instead he continues to look at his hands, pressed into his lap. ‘I should have driven them.’

She pushes aside her coffee cup and gets down from her stool. ‘Hurry, or they’ll take off without us.’ She is certain that in this, at least, they are about to do the right thing. ‘We’ll go in your car - if they look through the window, even for a split second, they’ll recognise it and then they’ll know you’ve come.’

At last Brian’s expression clears. Although he deals every day in little Corsas, Puntos and Fiestas, his personal chariot is a flaming red Mustang convertible, imported from America and lovingly maintained at appalling expense. Brian and Eily’s marriage may have begun to crack under the strain of Zelda’s illness and - more significantly - as a result of the spell cast by Jay Street, but in the matter of the Mustang, Brian has his wife’s enthusiastic support. She loves driving through Dublin with the wind tugging at her clothes and hair. It makes her feel very feminine, she tells anyone who’ll listen, adding that it’s surprising how many days it does not rain in this country. Only once has she mentioned to Sophie that Jay Street, too, drives a convertible. No comparison, of course. Jay’s is a Roller.

‘All right, I’m glad I saw you. Let’s go.’ Brian gets up and hurries away from the coffee counter towards the exit, leaving Sophie to gather up her handbag and catch up.

 



Uh-oh! What she sees on the watch face pulls Riba up a little: past their departure time already by about twenty-five minutes. She looks up the aisle. Not too bad. Almost everyone has taken a seat.

Please God they’ll make their connections. It’ll be tight, though. She couldn’t get a direct flight from Miami to anywhere in the Caribbean - all full - so after this one they’ve to fly from Miami to Nassau in the Bahamas, then, another long flight to Barbados, followed by a quick connection for just a few minutes on some kind of tiny wave-hopper. They’ll be basket cases by the time they arrive. It is better, however, Riba feels, to make the journey all in one go, rather than to have to lug their bags in and out of taxis, check into and out of an unfamiliar hotel. That would be a killer for Zelda.

Leaning out over the restraining belt to see past her seat companions through the window, she purses her lips. Well, look at that! Those baggage-handlers are throwing the luggage any old how into the hold. Their own new suitcases, so proudly bought, so carefully packed, might easily be damaged.

She turns towards Zelda to share this with her, but still sees only the back of her head. The navy bandanna has slipped a little, allowing a few wispy question marks of weakened hair to straggle out from under it.

Zelda had always been proud of her thick, naturally blonde curls, so like her father’s. Of everything she had gone through, all that horrible sickness and weakness and fear, the loss of her hair had been hardest for her to bear. Riba wouldn’t mind but she herself had fought  strenuously against the use of chemo right from the beginning. Through panic, she had allowed herself to be overruled and poor Zelda had paid the price.

She sits back. Everything is under control now. She conjures up a picture of what awaits them on Palm Tree Island. Relaxation. Health. Freedom. Her daughter’s waxen cheeks blooming with roses, her wasted limbs filling out. Visualisation is a great weapon in the arsenal of influence. Jay is big on visualisation.

The thought of Jay spreads a broad smile over Riba’s handsome face. Her wide brown eyes narrow with pleasure and anticipation as she fluffs up her dark hair, lustrous and undyed although she’s only six months off forty. She deflects all worries about clots and syndromes, about her husband, her doubting friends, even about Zelda’s illness and the damage done by the stream of chemicals poured into her by hardened, disbelieving medics. Concentrating hard, she maintains the image of a healthy Zelda and opens her mind to a joyful flow of positive influences. Nothing bad can happen now. They are on the path, Zelda and she. Leaving aside the Good Lord, if anyone can look after Zelda, Jay can.

Riba closes her eyes and daydreams of the reunion with Jay on his Caribbean Island of Eden.

 



Outside the terminal, the wind opens icy jaws and pounces, flinging sleet. ‘Jesus - where did that come from?’ Brian takes off his sheepskin jacket and shoves it at Sophie: ‘Here, take this, at least I’ve a wool suit on.’ Turning away, he throws coins into the machine, grabs the parking ticket and sets off at a run through the multistorey car park, again leaving her to follow.

He had parked illegally - against a wall, right on the criss-crosses of a yellow box - but his luck has held and the Mustang has not been molested by clampers. It is near  an exit and they zoom out quickly enough.

They are lucky with the run of traffic lights, and, less than ten minutes after their first encounter in the terminal, they are squeezing into a vacant space between a Hiace and an Audi in the lay-by provided for plane-spotters just outside the airport’s perimeter fence.

‘Will you drive me back to the car park so I can get my own car?’ Sophie has to raise her voice to be heard against the thunder of a jet taking off directly in front of them. Caught up in the whirl, she has almost forgotten that she has to get back to her job and reflexively pats the pocket of her jacket under the sheepskin, only to find it flat and empty. No reassuring bulge of her mobile phone. This is production week at Wild Places, the monthly nature magazine where she works as general journalistic dogs-body and occasional illustrator, and her editor had given her the mobile so she could be available. She must have left the damned thing in the car. Again.

‘Of course, of course, no problem.’ Brian is peering through the vertical, crescent-shaped waves of sleet blowing past the bonnet of the Mustang. ‘God, it’s really coming down. This is a disaster - they won’t see us.’

‘They will. She’ll be in a window seat. Won’t want to miss a moment of the experience so she’ll definitely be looking out.’

‘Even if one of them is in a window seat,’ Brian continues to fret, ‘who’s to say they’re on our side of the plane?’

‘Brian, hush.’ She reaches out to put a hand on his arm but withdraws without doing so. That would be patronising. Instead, she smiles encouragingly. ‘What more can we do? We’re doing the best we can.’

He deflates. ‘Sorry.’

‘Busy these days, I believe?’ According to Sophie’s husband, Michael, who works as Brian’s deputy, they are  run off their feet. Michael certainly puts in long hours.

Although Brian will never be rich, in its own small way, his company holds its own in a fiercely competitive market because it is the only one, apart from the giant Hertz, that offers vehicles with hand controls. Some years ago Brian had acted on a hunch that there had to be some disabled tourists, even locals, who are rich - they would have to be so they could pay the huge insurance premium: he had had one of his start-up fleet adapted and then, waving an anti-discrimination banner, had enlisted the interest of a sympathetic newspaper columnist. The article had snowballed into a spot on a radio talk show and from then on he did not have to advertise the facility. Disabled people are serious networkers, and although looking after them is labour-intensive, this niche in the market is lucrative and the three disabled-friendly cars he runs now are almost constantly on the road, in use not only at holiday time but year round. He fidgets now with the spotless chrome spokes of the Mustang’s steering-wheel. ‘Yeah, we’re busy all right. But I could have taken a week off, there would have been no problem with that.’ The soundwaves from the wake of the receding jet continue to thud through the cloth roof of the Mustang into its sturdy frame as he looks across at her. ‘Do you think they’ll come back?’

Sophie is astounded. ‘Of course they’ll come back. Are you afraid they won’t?’

He stares through the windscreen. ‘Stupid name for an island, anyway. What kind of a name is Palm Tree Island? I mean, doesn’t every goddamn island in the tropics have palm trees on it? Is it the Atlantic or the Caribbean, by the way? The Bahamas are in the Atlantic, aren’t they?’

‘Palm Tree Island isn’t remotely near the Bahamas - it’s hundreds and hundreds of miles further south. Very near the Equator in fact. And before you go on to your second  question, yes, they do speak English. Thanks to the Americans.’ Sophie stares at him. It isn’t the first time he has made this error. It is as though by refusing to acknowledge even the correct location of Street’s hideaway island he can somehow wipe it away. He is also afraid that his wife will fall so completely under Jay Street’s influence that she will settle with him for ever in his tropical paradise and that his beloved daughter will die out there. As a result of his own stubbornness, he may not see her again. Now Sophie does touch his arm. ‘It’s in the Caribbean,’ she says gently.

He runs his hands around the rim of the wheel. ‘Things have been a little, well, tense, lately and details don’t stick.’

‘At least you know one thing for sure. No one would doubt that Eily has anything but Zelda’s best interests at heart.’

His expression remains bleak as he continues to run his fingers around the wheel. ‘I know that.’ Softly. ‘Yes, I do know that.’ He turns to face her. ‘Was I wrong? Do you think I should have gone with them, Sophie?’

She is at a loss now. How does she answer this without betraying either him or her best friend?

He lets her off the hook, turning back again to the windscreen. ‘I’m sorry. Don’t answer that. I don’t know what we’d do without you, Sophie. All of us.’

‘For goodness’ sake, Brian, what are friends for?’

Something in his tone - or his eyes? - has made her uncomfortable. Or perhaps she is reacting to the slight claustrophobia engendered within the dim, airless confines of a car which, closed up like this, reeks with a sweetish complexity of leather, warm metal, the faint tang of Brian’s cologne and the nose-tingling pong of the high-octane afterburn washed over them by the departing jet. She turns away and opens her window an inch.

Just as well. Otherwise she might have missed, above  the rim of a depression in the airfield, the sight of a big white tail emblazoned with the logo of Air Arda - a wavy circle in bottle green representing a torc - gliding slowly towards the holding area at the end of the take-off path. ‘Look,’ she points, ‘there they are. And the weather’s clearing up just in time too. See?’ She is triumphant.

Indeed, it is brightening up. Although it has not yet cleared the airport and has now obscured the aircraft’s tail, the sleet shower is scudding away from them across the whitened fields. And directly ahead of where they sit, they can see the sun’s disc, as thin as an old silver coin, skimming through frayed grey mittens of cloud above the runway.




CHAPTER TWO


It is lunchtime and, isolated from the chaotic ebb and flow of the desultory football games, shoving matches and raucous yelling of their schoolmates, Donny McMullan and his best friend Trevor Jameson are lurking behind a builders’ skip in the schoolyard. They are sucking greedily on the butts they have saved since this morning when they walked to school together from the bus stop. Only sixth-years are allowed to smoke - on sufferance. Donny and Trevor, both fourteen, are in the Junior Certificate stream.

After a shower of sleet that served merely to wet the uneven surface of the yard, the leaden sky is lifting and the sun is trying to come through. Both boys shade their eyes against its sudden brightness to watch a pair of seagulls swoop and dive around a third, in an effort to intimidate it into dropping a scrap of food. They watch the aerobatics of the three birds until, still squabbling, they fly out of sight across the roof of the school gymnasium. Then they return to the business in hand.

Physically, Donny takes after Brian. He is tall for his age, tall enough to pass for seventeen or even eighteen, which has served him and his friends well in the matter of false IDs, the purchase of alcohol and cigarettes, and even in gaining admission to discos. The impression is  enhanced by his executive-style steel-rimmed glasses. He hates having to wear them but, as he is very short-sighted, cannot do without them.

The give-away about his real age, however, is the awkward, coat-hanger shoulders that will fill out only with maturity, and the hands and feet that have become liabilities as they outgrew his ability to manoeuvre them in an orderly fashion.

Trevor, an undersized, weedy foil to Donny’s lankiness, carefully pinches out the remaining half-inch of the butt and puts it back in his trouser pocket. ‘So, how long are they going for?’

‘I dunno.’ Donny shrugs. He adds, ‘A couple of weeks, I suppose. Maybe a month. Depends.’ He makes great play of examining the tip of his own rapidly shrinking cigarette.

Trevor, whose sharp intelligence compensates for lack of bulk, glances quickly at his friend then drops his eyes. ‘Look, she’ll be all right. She will.’

Donny shrugs again. ‘Yeah.’ He drops the butt and stamps on it, looks around quickly to make sure he is unobserved then bends to scrape it off the ground to drop it into the skip. Briskly, he rubs his hands together and makes a passable attempt at cheeriness. ‘So, what are we going to do tonight, then, Trev? The two of them are gone, my da isn’t coming home for his tea, he has a business meeting at seven o’clock, apparently, so I’m clear until about eleven.’

Trevor plays along. ‘Sounds good, bro! How much have you got?’

Donny waves airily as the bell for return to classes clangs. ‘I’ve a twenty. And I can probably score another few in loose change. At least.’ He jangles the coins in his pockets as, followed by his friend, he moves out from behind the skip and joins the streams of boys of all shapes  and sizes idling their way towards the classroom block at the far side of the yard.

‘Cool!’ Trevor sounds enthusiastic. ‘I’ve got at least sixteen. The sky’s the limit, bro.’

‘Hey, I’ve got an idea.’ Donny stops so abruptly that his friend almost cannons into him. ‘You want to cut the afternoon?’

‘How can we? The bags are in the classroom.’ Trevor looks doubtful.

‘No worries. I can pretend Zelda’s got real sick again and I’ve got to go to the hospital.’ He taps the mobile phone in the breast pocket of the shirt under his uniform jumper. ‘Well, it wouldn’t be a real lie, would it?’

‘No,’ Trevor hesitates. ‘But where do I come in?’

‘I’m so upset you have to come with me.’ Donny’s expression, usually so guileless, crinkles until it parodies tragic young boyhood and Trevor, whose voice has not yet broken, giggles. ‘Worth a try, I suppose.’

‘Right.’ Donny is decisive. ‘Come on, Trev, nearly eleven whole hours. The town is ours.’

 



Inside the Arda jet, which has rocked to a halt in the holding area prior to take-off, Riba is on chatting terms with the passengers in the two seats between herself and the window: an elderly American couple, returning to the States following an extended Christmas visit to their daughter and her family. The corpulent, sweating husband pulls out his wallet, extracts the grandchildren’s pictures and passes them over. ‘Yeah, we were pissed when our son-in-law was transferred to Ireland but, hey! What can you do? We’re the old farts now and we just gotta put up with it, let the young folks take over.’ He sees that Riba’s smile has become fixed. ‘Don’t get me wrong, ma’am. Ireland’s a nice place.’

‘So green!’ the wife contributes.

Riba hands back the snapshots and the grandfather, after a last doting look, replaces them in his wallet. ‘Yeah, real green, just like the brochures. Too cold, though. Your idea of central heating sucks, honey.’ He jerks a thumb towards the window, through which can be seen a kaleidoscope of tiny greyish flakes. ‘I mean, nobody told us it snowed here, we thought we’d left that behind for a while, for God’s sake - but let me tell ya, Riba, you guys over here don’t know from snow. You wanna be out in your driveway in twenty below!’ He reacts to a dig in the ribs from his wife’s elbow and changes the subject without changing tone. ‘Riba, eh? That a Gaelic name?’

Fleetingly, Riba debates whether to tell them about her name-change but decides against it. ‘Yes.’ She nods vigorously. ‘It’s the name of an ancient princess.’

The captain’s lazy tone crackles through the PA cutting off the American’s reply. They are second in line for take-off, it seems, but there are two to land. They should be . . . aah . . . moving in four or five minutes. In the meantime they are to make sure their . . . aah . . . seatbelts are securely fastened and they are to relax and sit back. He’ll talk to them again after they are . . . aah . . . airborne.

Riba turns to check on Zelda and finds her daughter at last facing front but with her eyes closed. To stave off further conversation with her seat companions, she shuts her own eyes and relaxes deliberately, starting at the toes and feeling the delicious warmth spreading upwards through her calves and thighs and into her midriff. Riba was the name of an ancient princess all right, but not Gaelic or even European. While he was working with her on her regression therapy, Jay had discovered that in a past life she had been an Ethiopian of royal birth, the second daughter of a regional king. Riba was the name that had come up.

Thrilled by this discovery, the new princess scoured the encyclopedias and trawled the Internet to find details of her former entity but had come up with nothing, even with the help of the librarian in her local library. Jay had an answer for this: he explained that there was little in the way of written records for prehistoric times and she shouldn’t be surprised if she couldn’t find anything on these particular royals. ‘Dig deep into your own core,’ he had told her gently. ‘Does the name feel congruent? Does it feel right?’ So she had probed as instructed and, yes, indeed, the name felt absolutely right.

At home later, she had stared at herself in a mirror, at her dark eyes and hair, her smooth, olive complexion, excitement building as she realised why she had never previously felt at home in her skin. For instance, look at the type of clothing she has always instinctively favoured - colourful kaftans and kimonos. That preference had been no accident, she now saw. Even that small discovery was terribly exciting.

No - Eily had never felt right. She had never been an Eileen. Never.

Names are terribly important to the subconscious, aren’t they? In calling her daughter Zelda, for instance, she had tapped into Jay’s, years before she met him and when she could not have known how significant this was. She had not read F. Scott Fitzgerald and had named her daughter, not after the novelist’s wife, but out of a baby book, because ‘Zelda’ sounded so exotic.

Zelda was nearly thirteen when Riba discovered Jay’s admiration for The Great Gatsby and that he had even nicknamed himself after the book’s hero. Coincidence?

Hardly.

Try to get Brian to accept any of this? Strapped into her seat, Riba feels her muscles stiffen at the memory of the fights and arguments she and her husband had had about  her wish to be known by her rightful name. Not only about this, but about something much more fundamental: about the struggle to get him to accept the whole, no,  holistic direction her life had taken since she had joined Jay’s organisation. She was sure that if she could get him to meet with Jay face to face he would change his tune. But no dice. ‘If I need advice on how to lead a healthy life, I’ll go to a doctor, or a psychiatrist, or a priest,’ he had scoffed, during one bruising argument. ‘Or I’ll go for a walk in Phoenix Park and ask the pigeons and the squirrels. That fella’s only a jumped-up carpenter.’

In vain did Riba point out that Jesus had been a carpenter.

Although she had consoled herself with the knowledge that prophets had traditionally cried in the wilderness, as the months and years passed, her tolerance of her husband’s closed mind had weakened and she had become quite aggrieved. Now she feels that Brian’s problem may be as simple as ordinary male jealousy. It is more than probable that, childishly, he resents the time she spends on the organisation and therefore the diverting of her attention from himself.

He had even gone so far as to imply once or twice that she was having an affair with Jay but Riba had never lowered herself to respond to that.

One fallout from the distrust and constant carping, however, is that to fund her new life, she has to find money without Brian knowing. Jay Street’s courses, vitamin supplements and health products are not cheap and to afford them she has to resort to serious subterfuge. For example, by paying cash for her day-to-day grocery shopping, she is able to cream a little off the top. She has also got into the habit of reporting inflated prices on clothes or anything she buys for herself, the family or the house, and quietly pocketing the difference. It is irritating  that she must always remember to remove any price labels or stickers but that has now become a habit, as automatic as setting the alarm clock every night.

If Brian asks where she is getting the money for any particular event or course, she lies to him. Everyone within the organisation gets these things free, she tells him, not remotely guilty about her evasions. Money is merely a commodity after all, and since Jay started to develop his methods, his philosophy has been that his organisation and its techniques would not be valued unless top dollar is paid by those who benefit.

Riba relaxes again and focuses on a mental picture of Jay working his magic on her daughter. She has never seen him heal anyone - that is all done one-on-one and in private - but you only have to read all the personal testaments in the organisation’s newsletter the Inner Door, to know that he has very special powers. People have been cured of lifelong illnesses, like arthritis. They have lost weight, recovered from serious depressions, come back from the brink of cancer. They have even achieved major business successes, and although the nature of these businesses is never spelled out, Riba does not care because she has never had the slightest interest in becoming a business person.

As soon as she had decided to entrust Zelda’s healing to Jay, she had winkled out of the organisation the address of a woman who had been cured of a tumour in her breast. The woman, a middle-aged blonde with tired eyes, dark roots and a husband engrossed in Sky Sports, lived in an untidy, rundown cottage in the middle of rural County Dublin.

In response to Riba’s eager questions as to what Jay did or said and how he went about effecting the cure, she had been diffident but anxious to help: ‘All I can tell you is that he sat with me and directed me to think in a certain  way. He spoke to me for a long time, it could even have been hours - I remember that because it was dark when I came out of the room. I’m sorry, I can’t remember what he said.

‘I do remember his voice, though,’ she added, with a faraway look. ‘He has a lovely voice. And the feelings. I can still remember how wonderful I felt, so peaceful and free and young again. I’d do anything for Jay Street,’ her sagging cheeks flared with sudden passion, ‘anything!’

‘He didn’t put his hands on you?’ Riba had always imagined Jay’s healing powers had resided in his hands.

‘No.’ The woman had hesitated. ‘At least, I don’t think so. I’ve tried to remember but it was like I was in some sort of trance all the time I was in there.’

‘He hypnotised you?’

‘I asked him but he said he doesn’t use hypnosis. He said all he was doing was reaching into my mind. That the power was mine.’

She bent watery eyes on Riba. ‘What’s wrong with you, dear?’

Riba, seeking assurances, had ignored the question. ‘You’re definitely cured? Your doctors have said you’re cured?’

‘They’re amazed. Of course they won’t say for definite, you know what they’re like. But they’re amazed. It was worth it, I’ll be saying that until my dying day, although he—’ the woman had jerked a dismissive thumb in the direction of her partner, who was asleep - ‘said it was all a waste of money. I didn’t think so, and I’m the one that had the cancer, not him. I went to the bank myself and the manager gave me a loan against my ma’s house.’ She made a small ‘So there!’ moue in the direction of her husband.

Riba has kept in touch with the tired blonde woman whose shrunken tumour continues to amaze, thank God.

Thank God, too, for the friends Riba has made within the organisation. With people around her who understand, she finds it easier to tolerate the cynics’ scoffing, voiced or unvoiced.

The floor under her feet trembles in the abrupt gush of air as the jet in front of them in the take-off queue roars off down the runway. Her stomach fluttering with excitement, she glances at her sleeping daughter, so wan and exhausted, poor little sparrow.

Now the engines rev up to full throttle. Fantastic! They are on their way at last! She relaxes and focuses again on the vision of her daughter restored to rosy health. She and Zelda are under Jay’s protection and on a trajectory that will bring them straight into his physical presence. Everything is going to be wonderful. That hair will grow, that face will bloom, and those draining, caustic painkillers and drugs will be thrown down the nearest toilet.

She cannot prevent herself smiling. ‘Here we go.’ She turns to include her seat companions in her joy. The Americans are holding hands.

 



‘Here we go,’ Brian says to Sophie, as they crane towards the eddies of sleet veiling the holding area and the Arda jet. Beyond the perimeter fence, they hear a ground-shaking, muffled roar. He rolls down the Mustang’s window. ‘It’s turning to snow.’

‘That doesn’t matter a damn.’ Sophie is unsure about this but who’s going to challenge her? The most important thing is to keep Eily’s husband calm. ‘With modern aviation equipment, a little snow is nothing. Anyway, it’s moved off from here already and it’ll soon be gone altogether.’

They both listen hard for a fresh swell of engine noise, now that the deep bass notes of the preceding take-off are fading into the distance. Sophie’s eyes hurt from the  brightness and the straining and she rubs them. ‘Try not to worry. They’ll be home to you, safe and sound. You’ll see. The little holiday might even do Zelda some good.’

She darts a quick glance at him. She can see he is less than convinced.

For something to do, despite the temperature outside, she too rolls down her window to watch the plane. It is always a miracle, she thinks, how these huge heavy bundles of metal, fuel, human beings, equipment, cargo and suitcases hoist themselves into the air as though they are as hollow-boned as swallows. When she is strapped into an aircraft seat beside Michael, she always has to grip the armrest during take-off, making herself as light as possible to help with the lifting.

As for the interminable race down the runway, her fear, each time, is that the groaning, overloaded aircraft will run out of energy before it breasts the air. The airlines don’t seem to care about baggage weight the way they used to and at check-in, when she sees the size of some of the cases being heaved with such difficulty on to the conveyor belts by their owners, her heart always starts to thump.

It thumps now as Eily’s jet comes into sight at last and thunders towards them, engines screaming, rivers of moisture streaming off its back. She can see the wings flexing as the wheels bump over the joins in the runway.

Suddenly Brian is outside the car and, a stick figure, legs and arms spreadeagled against the sky, is plastered to the fence. He is waving frantically as the series of pale, blurred ovals along the body of the aircraft whoosh past. Her arm out through the open window, Sophie waves too, feeling a little foolish as she forces her eyes to focus in an effort to distinguish faces.

Now the huge package of unleashing energy has raced past them on impossibly tiny wheels and the faces, if that  is what they were, have been borne away. They must have faith: she and Brian - and the Mustang - were seen during the flash-past. Partly for solidarity, but mostly for no reason she can think of, Sophie jumps out of the car to get a good view of the plane’s ascent.

Tail on, she thinks, as she crosses her arms across her breasts to retain her body-heat against the onslaught of cold, damp air, an aircraft is aesthetically ugly. A squat, shortened shape trailing vapour and what looks like smoke. All that pollution to be ingested by the rabbits, foxes, voles and fieldmice, which have to share their grassy spaces with these belching, bellowing behemoths.

Another sleet shower threatens and, without waiting to see the wheels leaving the ground, Brian turns to come back to the car, slithering on the melting crystals still clinging to the spaces between the tufts of scutch. He shouts above the hullabaloo: ‘Do you think they saw us?’

‘Of course they did, they—’

She and Brian pivot simultaneously. It might have been the pop of the airport’s bird scarer but it seemed louder, deeper than that, louder even than the engines’ roar. A millisecond’s silence, then a second boom, unmistakable, explosive, followed by a tearing, screeching series of blasts and squeals that goes on and on and for ever on . . .

Then a shooting, flaming mushroom of something viscous and black. An object spinning towards them, a massive, misshapen Frisbee, green and white, green and white—

Instinctively, Brian leaps towards Sophie and takes the two of them flying backwards into the ditch and flat against the base of the fence, just as part of the Arda tail cuts through the chain-link a few feet away and crashes on to the Hiace, the Mustang and the Audi. With a ringing, rattling wrench, their section of the fence comes down on their heads and they are buried in metal and wire, and a hard rain of debris.




CHAPTER THREE


Riba’s expression has frozen in a big round O of surprise.

As it went on, she did not immediately assimilate what was happening and could not find enough breath to cry out. They had been surging along pleasurably - she always found this quite a sexual turn-on - when, without warning, she heard a tremendous bang. Then a second, even bigger than the first. Then it went pitch dark.

Something had happened to the air: dense, freezing, it had rushed up to her, bussed her face with a fierce, enemy’s kiss, then grabbed her from the side, as if attempting to tear her head from her neck and her ribs from her spine. She had flown sideways until she had hit something hard yet yielding and then she had toppled over, still strapped into her seat. She had come to rest on her side with her head and shoulders buried in the remains of the locker that had so recently been overhead.

Now, as if through thick layers of cloud, she hears the sound of the world breaking apart and her mouth, filled with the burning taste of whiskey, is prickling. Someone’s bottle has smashed. She tries to shake her head but cannot: she is tangled in something soft. A coat, probably. Her left eye throbs as though impaled on a spike, her breathing is constricted by the choking, acrid smell of fuel and smoke and under her weight, her right shoulder feels  peculiar, as though it belongs to someone else. She can move her legs and her left forearm and that is the extent of it.

Is this what her parents went through in the moments before they died in their car wreck? Would the noise have been as bad?

Because the noise, although her hearing is muffled, is beyond all things natural.

All these things she feels individually in the split second it takes to realise she has been in an air crash. Consideration of that can wait until later, however, as can the cataloguing of any injuries she may have sustained. For now she feels no real pain, or even fear. She is fully alert. She has to get Zelda.

 



Within Sophie’s limited field of vision, the world has changed. Instead of an orderly set of angles, planes, scents and sounds, all is disturbance and confusion. Daylight is distorted by blowing, ruddy darkness; the air is contaminated by stench and howling. Pinned under the body of her friend’s husband, she is buffered from the full force of the blows that continue to rain on them for what seems like minutes but is, in fact, less than thirty seconds.

Brian has not stirred. His head is twisted away from hers at an unnatural angle, his ear ground into the mud, the point of his left shoulder digging into one of her breasts. His considerable weight, combined with that of the fence and whatever has come down on top of it, is crushing her so heavily into the ground that her spine feels as though it may snap. She is afraid to move in case the pain of this and all the other pain increases.

The crashing stops, and after an eerie hiatus, other noises combine to become bedlam. Whooshing, crackling, a distant male scream, terrifying in its length and pitch. Then, distantly, the sound of sirens, as though from a television many rooms away.

She is afraid to call Brian’s name in case he doesn’t answer.

The enormity of what has happened has not yet sunk in. Eily’s plane has blown up. This is preposterous. This could not happen.

But the smells, the smoke, the glimpses and puffs of fire, the pop-pop-popping nearby and the gathering squall of sirens seem real enough.

‘Brian?’ At last Sophie finds the courage to say something. ‘Brian?’

Brian does not move.

Now she panics. He is dead. He is dead because of her. It was her idea to bring him here. What will she tell Eily?

Is Eily dead too? Where is Eily? And what about Zelda? Are they all wiped out? Who’s going to tell Donny?

Sophie’s frenzied mind races off through the future before coming full circle to rest on her own predicament. Jesus, Jesus - suppose everyone around here is dead too and she is the only one alive? The rescuers will be concentrating on the aircraft and the runway. Who’ll give a thought to a bunch of loony spotters outside the fence? Perhaps no one will think of coming to look. She will smother and die for want of being heard. A scream gathers at the back of her throat but she chokes it off. Who’ll hear one small, buried voice against the mayhem outside?

She shuts this out and focuses as precisely as she can on her own body. She is alive and must use that to her advantage. Concentrate, Sophie! Under the weight, she tests her limbs, moving them infinitesimally one by one. Nothing broken, as far as she can tell.

She cannot move her spine, but that is surely because she is so heavily pinned. She can move her neck. Surely she wouldn’t be able to do that if her spine was damaged.

She tries again: ‘Brian?’ Her voice sounds like the remote cawing of a rook.

She waits. Still no response. Not a twitch.

 



Using as much as she can of her left arm to push hard at what constrains her face and neck, Riba finds she is locked tight and the best she can do is move her head an inch or two upwards and sideways to where she can gasp for oxygen - or whatever oxygen her lungs can find. As she moves, she finds there is more than the coat against her face, there’s a sort of mesh. Then she remembers the inner cages within the lockers, designed to stop the contents shifting. Her head must have smashed through this - although she cannot feel pain from any specific bumps or bruises.

Little by little, the clamour outside her closed world filters through to her. No light, of course, because her eyes remain blind, but she can hear a dissonance of sounds: cracking and wrenching of metal, repetitive small reports, like corn popping, and in the distance, the dim wails of multiple sirens. No human screams, just the barely perceptible but continuous moaning of one person somewhere nearby.

She can feel gusts of heat laced through freezing shafts of wind playing on the bare skin of her legs. This is a puzzle. She had been wearing comfortable sweat pants for the journey. Have they been torn off? She reaches blindly to check - and, yes, her thigh is naked. It is wet.

Riba strains to move her head to the maximum degree that her confinement allows. ‘Zelda?’ she calls, but her voice travels only as far as her gag. She makes a supreme effort, pulling air from everywhere she can find it. ‘Zelda?’

She listens hard. There is no answering call of ‘Mum’. But the nearby moaning goes on until it is buried in the gathering disharmony of the approaching trucks.

Riba starts to shiver, not ordinary shivering but a monumental, uncontrollable jolting that threatens to bury  her again in the thickness of the coat, or whatever is against her face. It would be too, too hard to bear, after all Zelda had been through, all the chemicals and drugs, all the psychological warfare conducted between her parents about these interventions, if she were to die just at the point when she was about to be saved.

As the sirens come close, as she continues to shake and rock in her prison, Riba prays urgently, more urgently than she has ever prayed in her life, to Jesus, to Mary, to her hard-pressed guardian angel. She prays that her pleas will be carried to Jay on his island and that he will turn his benign gaze on her circumstances. She prays that her life be taken in lieu of Zelda’s.

 



Carefully, using the fingers of her right hand like spider legs to crawl across her chest under Brian’s, Sophie manages to move her right arm across her body to reach the left, which is by her side. It helps that they are lying on wet earth and the grass of the ditch, rather than something hard and unyielding, like a blazing runway . . .


Jesus . . .

She dismisses the image and uses every ounce of strength to push as hard as she can against Brian’s chest with her fists, forearms and upper arms, thus managing at last to shift herself a little to the right and out from under him so that her head, neck, right shoulder and both arms are free of him. Then, counterbalancing the strain by raising her knees a little, she can use most of her body. It is only then it occurs to her she should probably not have moved him. Too late. Slowly, testing each inch to see if her back and hips can take it, she wriggles the rest of herself free until, panting and gasping, she lies beside him, with only the chain-link and something huge blocking out the sky.

Sophie gathers her strength and pits her voice against  the commotion outside. ‘Help! Help!’ She waits a little, straining to pick out some response. All she can hear now is a huge, blended roar, sirens, continuing small explosions, men shouting. Nothing happens to the load above her.

It’s still up to her.

So, pushing hard with her knees and ankles, using the groove underneath her as a sort of lifting bench to help her create a tiny space above her face with both forearms, she propels herself backwards until her head is clear. Then, gain by tiny gain, she slithers free and scrambles to her feet.

 



The ruckus around Riba is getting worse. The multiple sirens, muted though they are by the wrappings around her head, are upon her now. Surprisingly, even though she continues to shake and tremble, she is aware of no fear. It is as though normal traffic through her brain has been suspended until a full picture is available. She concentrates on Zelda.

Zelda, Zelda, Zelda . . .

By force of will, she must cast a protective web around Zelda.

Zelda . . . Zelda . . .

She conjures up an image of Zelda wearing gold. The golden, flowing gown of a royal bride. Zelda is wearing a crown of flowers in her hair. She is roseate, shining. Her smile is incandescent, reflecting the light of a million glowing candles . . .

Riba has no worry, now, that Zelda has gone to a better place. Nor that she is destined to. Not yet. That wouldn’t happen to her, not when she is under Jay’s protection. No need any more to make foolish, arrogant bargains with God.

The only difficulty that may arise is if Zelda is injured.  What consequence will that have on her illness? Suppose she has broken one of those brittle, porous bones? Or has been cut, and some of that precious blood been lost—

Stop this, stop it.

Have faith . . .

The reason for the slip in concentration is because she has heard, very near, a huge engine, the squeal of brakes. She must make herself heard, or at least seen.

She changes the focus of her attention and concentration, channelling every inch towards the throbbing engine: Me . . . me . . . come and rescue me . . .


As her legs are less than perfect - dumpy, if the truth be told - they are the only part of her body that Riba never exposes to public scrutiny. Right now, however, along with the restricted way in which she can move her left arm, they are a means of communication and, almost for the first time since childhood, she does not care who sees them or what they think of them as she kicks with all her might. Again and again and again . . . bending her knees, flexing, bending, booting, using them as semaphore. Here - here - over here . . .


Seconds later, although she cannot hear what is being said over the engine’s throb and the pillowing effect of her confinement, she knows that someone is standing beside her and talking to her. She gives what she hopes is a cheery thumbs-up with her free left hand. The packing around her head and face shifts a little and she feels a rocking sensation as someone grabs a piece of the restricting metal around her head. Faintly, she hears a man’s voice. Although he is probably yelling, she is not quite sure what he is saying but she thinks it is, ‘Easy, missus, easy, missus.’ He is gone and the gag is total again.

An eternity passes, with nothing to keep her company except the pulsing of the huge engine.

Then he is back again. They are back again. She feels  more than one set of hands on her torso. Nearer than the engine, much nearer, she hears a high-pitched mechanical whining and tearing. Cutting equipment.


Instinctively she recoils but the hands hold her steady. ‘Easy, missus.’

 



In self-protection, Sophie, feeling nauseous and dizzy, keeps the red and black tumult along the runway to the periphery of her vision, but cannot avoid the devastation in the immediate vicinity. All the spotters’ cars have been damaged to a greater or lesser degree but the fragment of tail, immense from this perspective, has flattened the Audi and the Mustang and left little of the Hiace. The shocked, mostly middle-aged drivers of the other cars are stumbling around these three vehicles through a battlefield of shattered metal, wires, cabling and some sort of padding or flock, which, as though mimicking the departed sleet, is drifting around on the wind before settling to the ground in thick grey drifts. Two would-be rescuers, weeping and mumbling into mobile phones, have reached the Hiace and, with their free hands, have started to scrabble at the distorted door on the driver’s side.

No one has noticed Sophie.

Through the dense, blowing smoke, she can see that the men at the van are wasting their time. The roof has been crushed into a deep V by a twisted segment of the Arda logo, and has collapsed on to the head and neck of the driver, who is slumped over his mangled steering-wheel. All that can be seen is his gaping mouth. Clearly he is dead.

Sophie believes she might be sick but her first priority is Brian. ‘Over here!’ she calls weakly, to a man who is trying to prise off some of the wreckage covering the Audi. ‘Please help me, there’s somebody trapped. I need help.’

By some miracle, the man hears her and rushes over, catching her just in time as her knees crease like an accordion. ‘Sit down, miss,’ he orders, trying to sound authoritative, but Sophie shakes him off. ‘No, I’ll be all right but we have to get him out. Please.’ She swallows hard and, lowering her head between those treacherous knees, takes several deep breaths, waiting for the dizziness to pass.

The man looks around desperately. ‘Over here,’ he shouts to no one in particular. Recognising that someone has taken charge, the others abandon the crushed cars and rush to pull at the chain-link imprisoning Brian. The fence has been sheared through at only one place, about eight feet to the right of where he lies. A little way to the left, it curls back upright and runs onwards round the airfield as though nothing has happened.

By the time Sophie has recovered sufficiently to lend a hand, the men, six altogether, have succeeded in removing some of the shards of debris and, while two push with their backs against the part of the fence half standing, the rest, led by Sophie’s original helper - ‘One! Two! Three!’ - heave at the section covering Brian, who has still not moved.

Sophie plays her part: as a space appears under the fence, she crawls back under it to the inert body, clutches the jacket, making tight fistfuls of the fabric, and drags at it. Brian is careless about dressing and she prays that this suit is one of his sturdier purchases.

 



The screech of the cutting equipment so close to her head is by far the most frightening of all the dreadful noises Riba has endured. Up and down a tortured musical scale it goes as the aircraft’s skin yields reluctantly to its bite. She has to use all her willpower to stay still and not kick or writhe against the vice-like grip of the hands pinning  her legs together and restraining her.

Her repertoire of visualisation tricks and relaxation aids is exhausted. Try as she might, she can no longer summon images to distract her from the ordeal and instead she feels every gust of heat, hears every piercing shriek of sundered aluminium, lives through every shake and shudder and scream. For the first time she is almost out of control. Suppose those blades slip. Or jaws. She thinks they must be jaws. Sees them gaping crocodile-like, snapping so close . . .

Then . . . Zelda. Is Zelda going through the same thing?

Please, please, she prays to no one in particular now, fighting the rising waves of hysteria. Please, please.  Incoherently. Please . . .


Just when she thinks she can bear it no longer there is an almighty crack. The gagging softness falls away from around her head and, dazzled by the contaminated, snowy daylight, she is gasping and retching in the fetid air. Hands are busy with her, she has no idea how many but yields to their firmness as she is half carried, half supported away from her prison.

They are putting her on to a stretcher, forcing her down, covering her . . . Their faces are black and grotesque under the oversized helmets. Her own hands are flailing, beating against the greasy unpleasantness of the rubbery uniforms. All around her the sirens continue to screech and there is a burning, chemical stench that overpowers even the acrid reek of aviation fuel.

Turning her head, struggling against all those hands, she can see arcs of foam being sprayed over what used to be the aircraft, already an enormous white-covered mausoleum about fifty or sixty yards away. Incongruously, maybe undamaged, the cockpit of the plane has turned sideways and is pointing slightly upwards, a perky little  face peeking archly from the giant, crippled body.

‘No-ooo!’ Riba screams and pushes herself off the stretcher. She has to find Zelda.

They try to restrain her again but, ignoring pain in her shoulder and neck, she evades them, running back to the place they took her from. She has to get to Zelda.

They catch up with her just as she reaches the broken cocoon where she and Zelda sat so recently only inches apart. In front of where they were, there is nothing but emptiness. The tail section, zigzagged like a broken eggshell, has skidded clear of the rest of the plane. Zelda’s seat is vacant. All the others are missing or unoccupied.

Except the two seats beside her own. Riba forgets Zelda for an instant because her limbs turn to mush.

Upright, side by side in their back-tilted seats beside their bent, distorted window, the Americans’ hands are still clasped. The wife’s face is only half missing but where the husband’s fleshy head once was there is now only a bloody, lumpy ring.

As Riba stands, frozen, two firemen are running towards them carrying sheets. Now her own minders have caught up with her. ‘Come on, missus.’ The hands are strong, will not be resisted. ‘We have to get you to a hospital - and let’s get this bag off you.’ A pair of hands grasp at the bandolier across her chest.

‘No-o!’ For some reason, Riba believes that if she gives up her bag, she will give up everything. She guards it with her life, and with what remains of her strength. But this gives out and finally she yields to the gathering blackness.

As it descends, they catch her before she hits the ground.

 



At least Brian is breathing. They establish that when they have him clear of the fence. But what ensues now is a babel of confusion:

‘Don’t move him.’

‘Did anyone dial 999?’

‘Someone should get him up off this wet grass.’

‘No. For God’s sake, you’re not supposed to move them - wait for the ambulance.’

It is as though all the shock and fear can be dealt with only by focusing attention on this one person. Maybe this way they can all stem the slide into the abyss. Maybe by dealing with something - or someone - right here, right now, they can bring order to this chaos and stave off their own terror.

One of the men turns to Sophie. ‘Are you his wife? Should we move him or not?’

They all fall silent, waiting, giving way to moral superiority in the making of the decision. Sophie stares back at the circle of anxious, hopeless faces. ‘No, I’m not his wife. His wife is - or was—’

The bile that has threatened rises close to the back of her tongue and she has to cough. She swallows hard. ‘Sorry, his wife is on that plane. And so is his daughter. We were seeing them off.’

Silenced, they all swing round towards the horror on the runway to gaze at the conflagration of colour: the red, the black, the ruddy brown, the flickering arcs of blue and amber from the lights of the emergency vehicles and, through the smoke, the swathes of white as the hoses of the firemen spray cataracts of foam on the inferno. As stupefied as the rest, and forgetting Brian for a moment, Sophie gazes, too, until one of the men voices the thoughts of all the others: ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph! No one could have got out of that.’

For Sophie, the first real stabs of anguish. Eily is dead. That infuriating, sprawling, vibrant life has been extinguished.

And Zelda. Poor, blameless Zelda, the pawn on her  mother’s well-intentioned chessboard. She is dead too. Nineteen years old, facing death in a different way but taken before she had had a chance to come to terms with it.

Sophie’s knees buckle and, before any of the men can catch her, she slumps to the ground.

 



It is teatime. Donny and Trevor are watching the dénouement of American Beauty, a rerun of which is showing in an art house in town. They are not all that interested in art. They say yes, though, to American beauty . . .

They have had a good afternoon. They took a trip on the Dart all the way to Howth and walked to the summit, looking out to sea and telling one another how wonderful it was to get some fresh air, giggling at the plight of the poor sods still trapped in the fuggy classrooms. The only problem was that, with all the wind up there, they couldn’t light their cigarettes. They were also freezing their arses off. So they scuttled back to the village and into a smoky chip shop where they spent a happy hour cramming themselves full to bursting with batter burgers, curry chips, and Styrofoam beakers of tea.

The eating binge continued when they arrived back in the city centre and decided to go to the pictures. This is a tony cinema that doesn’t sell anything as vulgar as popcorn but around their feet lies the evidence of a sugarholic feast: chocolate wrappers, straws, crumpled plastic bottles. They are both in seventh heaven in this palace of dreams, with its lovely, musty smell of flock, dust and old velvet. With only a handful of others around them, they might as well be having a private showing. Sheikhs of the Dublin matinée circuit.

Now, however, they are neither eating nor drinking. They are so involved in what is going on in the film that they are sitting like obelisks: Kevin Spacey is about to  have sex with the most beautiful blonde girl either boy has ever seen. Her skin. Her mouth. Her hair. That body . . . Afraid to break the spell, Donny allows beads of sweat to fall unimpeded into his eyes behind his glasses.

Oh, God - his hands are on the waistband of her jeans, he is opening them, he is going to pull them down . . .

Oh, God—

‘Shite!’ Both boys exhale on the simultaneous exclamation. They are disgusted. Kevin Spacey has bottled out. They’re so mad at Kevin Spacey that they don’t bother to stay for the end of the film.

As they come out into the evening darkness, populated by swirls of office-workers hurrying to catch buses and trains, Donny turns on his mobile phone. Anxious not to waste his free house, he and Trevor - who has told his mother he is staying in school to attend a debate - have been organising a ‘session’. He peers intently at the small glowing face on the screen. ‘Hey! Cool! Five messages!’

As he listens to his voicemail, Donny’s attitude changes so drastically and obviously that his friend becomes alarmed. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’




CHAPTER FOUR


Riba’s faint was brief and she regained consciousness as her stretcher was being lifted into the back of the ambulance. Although her shoulder hurt and her face was bleeding copiously, she did not need to be told that she was not badly injured and her focus remained fixed on Zelda. Even as the ambulance screamed towards Beaumont Hospital, she was pressing the attendants frantically to find out where her daughter was and what had happened to her. The airport’s major-disaster plan was in effect, however, and every hospital in Dublin and the surrounding areas was taking casualties and bodies, so it wasn’t easy to track her down.

By seven o’clock that evening, she was despairing in the waiting area of Beaumont’s Accident and Emergency Department because not only God but Jay Street, and all her training in positive thinking, had deserted her. She was now ready to make a bargain even with Satan for her daughter’s safety.

Then one of the staff nurses came rushing out to her from behind the glassed-in staff area, offering her the use of her own mobile phone. Zelda had been located in Our Lady of Lourdes Hospital in Drogheda, twenty-five miles from the capital.

Joy so suddenly exposed feels the same as grief, and Riba’s customary control deserted her as, blinded by tears,  she took the mobile and pressed, mis-pressed and pressed again the numbers given her by the nurse. Dumbly she handed the phone back to the nurse, who made the call for her.

When Zelda finally came on, Riba was still unable to speak. Every shred of every nerve seemed to come together behind her throat, strangling her as she listened to her daughter’s weak, distant voice - ‘Hello, Mum? Are you there? Mum?’ - until finally she managed to choke out a few words.

Even minutes afterwards, however, she could not have repeated to anyone what she said because she could not remember. Indeed, when she thinks about it now, she has the impression that she probably whispered Zelda’s name over and over again, leaving it initially to her daughter to run the conversation, what there was of it: ‘Don’t cry, please don’t cry. I’m fine, Mum, honestly. Not a scratch.’

Eventually she calmed down for long enough to discuss what was to happen. In the morning Zelda was to be transferred to her own consultant at the cancer hospital but was being kept at Our Lady of Lourdes for the night. ‘If I put them on to you, Mum, will you tell them what drugs I’m supposed to have? They can’t get through to my doctors. I tried to ring home, but there’s nobody there. Is Dad with you? Are you badly injured?’

‘Not in the least. I’m fine.’ Riba was still finding it hard to frame coherent sentences but she managed somehow.‘I don’t know where Dad is - he’s going to get an awful shock. He probably knows by now. He was going to Shannon today. He’ll find us, though. He’s probably looking after Donny.’

That set Zelda off again, wailing this time like a four-year-old waking from a nightmare. ‘I thought you were dead, Mum, I thought you were dead.’

‘Thank God for both of us, darling,’ Riba had got out. 

‘Oh, God,’ Zelda sobbed, ‘I’m sorry I was such a prat. I know you were only doing your best - and then when I thought I’d never see you again . . .’

‘Stop, Zelda, please stop. You are the most wonderful, the most beautiful daughter a mother ever had.’ Riba knew that the other people in the crammed A and E waiting room were staring at her but she didn’t care as she and Zelda wept together through the twenty-five miles that separated them.

 



Four of the five messages on Donny’s telephone had been from pals who were taking him up on the offer of the free house that night. The fifth, over some sort of chaotic background noise - which subsequently proved to be the din in the entrance hall of the Mater Hospital - was from his father and was barely comprehensible. It included a telephone number: ‘Call me the moment you get this message, sport, OK?’

The next couple of hours were gruesome but, luckily for Donny, he had Trevor with him. Because right away, while the evening traffic honked and crawled all around them and he was reacting to the shocking news about what had happened, Trevor was talking to his own father.

Mr Jameson, who worked in town, had come straight from his office to collect the two of them. A quiet, logical man, he set about organising things in sequence. First, while driving his son and Donny to the Mater, he found out, through listening to the news on the radio and making calls to the helpline number that was being broadcast every five minutes, that the boy’s mother had survived the crash and was in Beaumont. Apparently she was waiting for a cut above her eye to be stitched. That didn’t sound too bad. Even at that stage, Donny could feel relief building. By the time they got to the Mater, Mr Jameson had also located Zelda. She was OK too.

Then something weird was happening. Mortifying. Donny knew he was going to be sick. He didn’t want to destroy Mr Jameson’s car so he blurted out that he’d like them to pull over. They were in Gardiner Street and there were a lot of people about, but what else could he do?

He got out just in time because it all came spewing, all the tons of food and drink, in one long, shame-making gush, while Mr Jameson stood beside him and held his shoulders. People were looking and he was doubly humiliated. At least he had managed to keep it to the gutter.

‘Better now, son?’ Mr Jameson had had to help him back into the car because his knees were suddenly very shaky. Thank Christ Mr Jameson hadn’t made it worse by going on and on about it. He was quite cool, actually. Donny never would have thought that up to now.

He would never forget the next couple of hours as long as he lived. Especially the waterworks. Even from his dad, who turned out to be in the X-ray department, waiting for X-rays of his head, neck and shoulders. He didn’t look all that bad, just dirty and bruised, with one arm in a sling and his clothes all torn. But when Donny told him about Mum and Zelda being OK, he started to blub like a baby. It was really hard not to join in.

That was bad enough, but then there was Beaumont. Donny, who would not let anyone see him cry if you paid him a million pounds, felt the tears get as far as his eyes when he saw his mother’s blood-smeared face. ‘Don’t, darling.’ His mother, who was lying on a trolley, lifted one arm - the other seemed to be hurt - to try to hug him, which of course he resisted with all his might, pulling away from her and dashing towards the Coke machine to get himself a drink. Glad as he was to see her safe, he hated that she was like this. The world he had known all his life was deserting him.

By the time he got back from the Coke machine, though, he had things more or less sorted, and when she told him Zelda was OK, he was able to tell her, calmly enough, that he knew already. Then he told her about his dad.

This was news to her. Actually, she seemed shocked, completely gob-smacked, waterworks working overtime. ‘He was there? And he got injured? How badly? Is he all right? Have you got a number I can ring him at?’ Donny, who remembered only too well all the shouting between the two of them about the trip, knew, of course, that now was not the time to go into it. He hated that he was the only one in this family who wasn’t losing it and lying in a hospital.

At least, he thought he hated it but as he answered her questions about his dad and she calmed down, a strange thing happened. He began to feel a bit better and discovered that to be the one with the information, to be the person in charge, wasn’t all that uncool. It was unusual to be in this position, especially where his mother was concerned - where anyone was concerned, really - but Donny could feel himself straightening his shoulders without being told. Although he got a bit alarmed by the way her chin crumpled up again just as he had thought they were in the clear, dammit - he’d had enough of the crying. He rushed on to tell her the news about his aunt Sophie, whom he hadn’t found yet. ‘But she’s OK,’ he added earnestly. ‘Dad says she’s OK. I think she’s in the Mater as well, because he said he’d seen her, but I didn’t wait to look for her.’

This was more news, apparently. ‘Sophie too?’

At least she’d turned off the waterworks. ‘Yeah, she was with Dad, waving at the plane.’

‘And she’s all right?’

‘A few cuts and bruises but, yeah, he says she’s OK.’

‘And Dad’s all right? You’re sure about that?’

To his consternation, this led to total meltdown, just when he’d thought everything was under control. This was desperate, desperate, because as she continued to cry and carry on - like a kid, for God’s sake - he was finding it hard not to melt down himself. That couldn’t happen. Not here with all these people bleeding all over the place and moaning and lying on mattresses on the floor. ‘There there!’ he said, patting her, the way a cowboy might pat a spooked horse. He could feel his face going bright crimson. ‘Don’t cry, Mum. I’m here.’

Actually, although he was ashamed of this, he couldn’t wait to get out of the place. It was all very well to be the man, but it was hard to keep it up when you weren’t used to it.

She was still crying, but more quietly, when Mr Jameson came in to rescue him and take him home to Trevor’s house, from where Donny managed to talk to his sister while Mrs Jameson deep-fried a mountain of chips for them all.

It was only then that he realised four of his mates were probably throwing stones at his bedroom window at home, trying to get in for the session.

 



‘Sorry! I’m really sorry!’ Four days after the crash, at the corner of the Quays and Church Street, Sophie has rolled down the window of her Mini to apologise to the motorcycle courier she has inadvertently cut off, causing him to swerve and almost come off his bike. Although it is a mild, almost spring-like day outside, she has wrapped herself in layers of white wool and has to pull down her scarf to be heard.

Through the thick visor of his helmet, the kid’s reply is unmistakable: a string of four-letter epithets impugning her parentage, her competence to handle a car and her  entitlement to exist. He starts the machine again and zooms off like an angry wasp, but not before flourishing a final series of finger signals at her. Tiredly, barely able to summon the strength, she rolls up the window. She doesn’t blame the kid for his fury: the incident was entirely her fault. She had not been concentrating and could have killed him.

She has never felt so exhausted in all her life. Although the fainting spell immediately after the crash had been brief and, remarkably, she has escaped with nothing but minor bruising to her back and to one side of her face, she is emotionally fragile and has been finding it difficult to sleep.

She is on her way to visit Eily but is not looking forward to it. It is not that she is afraid anything overtly dreadful will happen. On the surface it is simply that she is not in the mood to tolerate another tutorial on Jay Street and his beliefs and, as a result, might blow the friendship altogether. Also, she doesn’t want to discuss the crash. If Eily starts once more to go on about miracles, the way she’s been going on about them on the phone, Sophie is afraid she will hit her. She can’t articulate why. Although she accepts intellectually that their escape was close to a miracle, it doesn’t feel miraculous. Personally - and extraordinarily - she doesn’t even feel lucky. As a result, her telephone conversations with Eily have been fraught, at least on Sophie’s side.

The accident seems to have thrown up something in high relief, something Sophie has been trying to ignore for quite some time. At heart, she believes that somehow, somewhere, she has lost some part - quite a large part - of her old friend. It is not only that: the loss has affected the ease within their long-standing foursome too. She and Michael, Brian and Eily had been so comfortable with each other, individually and collectively, until the last few  years. She misses that easiness and wants it back. Which is why, she supposes, she keeps plugging away. Cautiously, she turns left at Doyle’s Corner. Her foot-dragging at visiting Eily feels disloyal somehow. Friends should accept one another, warts, wacky beliefs and all.

She can pinpoint exactly when the friendship struck a subterranean reef, although recognition was a long time dawning on her.

On a rainy weekend seven years previously, she and Eily - when Riba was still happy to be known by that name - had decided to Do Something Positive about the rut in which they found themselves. So, leaving Zelda and Donny in the care of the two husbands, who promptly took them to watch a rugby match and allowed them to catch colds, the pair headed off to the annual Mind Body Spirit event held in the exhibition hall of the Royal Dublin Society in Ballsbridge. There was no way either could have known that this first encounter with Jay Street would have such a seismic effect.

The place was jammed. Most people, including Eily and Sophie, were perspiring heavily and carried, rather than wore, their heavy winter outerwear. This further depleted the space between the colourful, amateurish stands as the crowds lined up to have their auras read or their allergies tested, swarmed to buy healing crystals, light boxes, pills, powders and dietary supplements, or made appointments for consultations and therapies. To Sophie, who queued for more than an hour for an Indian head massage offered by a beautiful, bald young woman wearing leather chaps and a fringed shirt, the nearby stand occupied by Jay Street’s people was one of many curiosities although, as far as she could see, it was the most slick on offer. Candlelit, festooned with glossy posters, it was dominated by a huge colour photograph of Street, framed in gold and surrounded by dozens of votive lights.

The handouts gave a little of Jay Street’s history: born in Chicago of Irish parents, trained as a carpenter, but at the age of twenty-two, after a lecture by a Korean mystic with an unpronounceable name, ‘was moved’ to give up the building sites to study under his new master, following him all over the globe and settling down for a number of years as the man’s acolyte in a remote area of South Korea. In 1981, when Jay was forty-five, his guru died and he came back to Chicago to set up his own organisation. He quickly found a clientele hungry for answers to their ‘life-questions’ and alternatives to the ‘arid lifestyles’ into which they had been shoe-horned. The organisation bloomed and spread and, because of ‘phenomenal results’, had quickly diversified into products and services such as were on offer that day on his stand. Now, people in sixteen countries, including Ireland, the country ‘closest to his heart and heritage’, which he had visited eleven times in as many years, followed his holistic regime.

Et cetera, et cetera . . .

From her position in the slowly moving queue, Sophie could see right from the start that her friend was smitten, not just by Street’s basic message (You Can Do Anything If You Believe) but by the charismatic man himself. After her head massage, Sophie lost her friend from time to time, and always found her back at her newly discovered Valhalla, deep in conversation with one of the attendants or gazing into the clear, celluloid green of Jay Street’s eyes.

Eily had already planted both feet firmly on her irritating path.

Sophie stops at a red light in Cabra, envying the driver of the red Mondeo in the outside lane. The man, with the belly of a beer drinker, is slapping his steering-wheel in rhythm with the heavy rock beat emanating from his stereo, all too audible even through his closed window. He looks as though he hasn’t a care in the world.

One of the many emotions she finds she cannot escape since the crash is guilt. She feels guilty all the time about everything - the plane, the people who died, the suffering of the bereaved relatives - as if the crash had somehow been her fault. The current speculation is that the aircraft might have hit something during its take-off run and Sophie feels as though she should have seen it and warned the pilot. Or that she should have acted on the urgings of that little voice at that coffee counter telling her to place a hoax bomb call. She might have been arrested but no one would have died. Of course, she can’t say anything about guilt to Eily. That would afford too big an opening.

Maybe the breach in their friendship is not entirely Eily’s fault, because there is something new, something Sophie would not dream of analysing and whose very existence she finds difficult to acknowledge. Even here, alone, in the safety of the Mini. This is the subtle change in her attitude to Eily’s husband, with whom up to now she has been as relaxed as if he were another woman or gay.
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