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For Rory Barnes, one of life’s gentlemen, remembered fondly




HENRY MANNING, PROPRIETOR OF ROONE’S ONLY hotel, was making plans. Weeks to go yet, tomorrow only the first of June, but half the fun was in the planning.


A marquee set up in the grounds, because a summer garden party sounded wonderful, but everyone knew you couldn’t depend on the weather in Ireland, even in August. Lots of canapés, trays and trays of them. His chefs would be busy.


Flutes of champagne to greet everyone on arrival. Real champagne, none of your Prosecco or Cava nonsense. Wine and beer on offer too – he might steer clear of spirits – and tumblers of Mrs Bickerton’s sparkling lemonade (named after the long-departed hotel guest who had shared her recipe with Henry) for the children in attendance, and the wise older souls on the island who kept their distance from alcohol. Tea and coffee put out later, when the cake appeared.


Music, of course. He pictured a string quartet out on the lawn – or in the gazebo if the rain came. Henry was partial to a little Vivaldi in the summertime, and was casting about among his musical connections for a suitable ensemble that would fancy a night on the island.


The cake would be five tiers at least, on a scale big enough so everyone who wanted it got a taste, and ordered from the mainland so he didn’t offend any of Roone’s bakers by choosing one over another. Candles to be lit and blown out: wasn’t Henry as entitled to a wish as anyone?


No fireworks, much as he enjoyed a bit of airborne fizzle: too bright in August, the days still too long, the nights not yet cloaked in enough darkness. Fireworks, he felt, were better suited to New Year’s Eve, when he unleashed a modest number of rockets and Catherine wheels at midnight for the benefit of those who had chosen to see out the old and herald the arrival of the new at Manning’s.


A speech. He felt one should be made. Not long: the latest version had run to approximately three minutes and forty seconds when he’d tried it out before his bedroom mirror. A few words of thanks, a few amusing anecdotes pulled from his thirty-seven years at the helm of Manning’s.


A mention of his grandparents, Charles and Dolores, who had built the hotel eighty-two years ago this October – and his parents, Jerry and Tess, who’d taken it over in due course and extended it to cater for the increasing number of tourists to the island. And Victor, Henry’s older and only sibling, who’d set sail for America as a young man, in search of somewhere more adventurous than twenty-eight square miles of island set on the westernmost edge of Europe.


Victor had left Roone, but not hotels. He’d ended up with a chain of them along the American east coast, had made quite a packet before he’d jumped, aged sixty-two, from his penthouse window to escape the fire that raged below – started, it was discovered, by a carelessly wired refrigerator. No mention would be made of that sorry episode, of course. Poor Victor – dead, they’d been assured, from a heart attack before he’d hit the concrete, thirty-three floors later.


Bunting, lots of bunting. Henry had a thing for bunting. The very sight of the colourful little triangles fluttering above the lawn, any lawn, brought an answering flutter beneath his waistcoat, and made him feel instantly more festive. Even in the rain, bunting lifted the spirits – and after the recent sudden death of a much-loved island resident, spirits needed very badly to be lifted.


As to invitations, none were to be issued. Over the next few days Henry would simply put out the word that everyone was welcome, and it would pass among the islanders quicker than Fergus Masterson in his postal van. Not everyone would turn up, of course: there were those on Roone who wouldn’t be seen dead inside the hotel. Uncomfortable with a hotelier who had never produced a wife, whose interests clearly lay elsewhere – although Henry had never flaunted his status, never made any declaration, or paraded a male companion about. No matter: let them condemn him if they must. Let them stay away, and Henry would enjoy himself with guests who didn’t judge him for his preferences.


August the second he’d chosen for the party. Six days before his actual birthday, which he was planning to mark more privately, and more quietly, in Paris – but he wanted the public celebration too. He wanted the congratulations and the gifts and the toasts, surrounded by friends he’d known since boyhood, and their children and their children’s children.


Not every day a man turned seventy. Not every man batted away death for all those years. Henry intended to make the most of it, and give Roone a night it wouldn’t forget.
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JUNE




Eve


FOR THE PAST SIX WEEKS THERE HAD BEEN A simmering in her head. That was the only way she could put it. A slow, steady simmering, a quiet bubbling that now and again rose up and threatened to – what? Spill over and drown her. Send her screaming into the nuthouse. Cause her to do something terrible and unforgivable and irreparable.


It was a miracle she’d been able to keep afloat, to go back to work after the week off she’d been granted following Hugh’s death. It had taken everything she had not to snap at her little charges, or raise a hand and let them have it. If the parents had known how close she’d come to it once or twice, they’d have taken their children away and never allowed her within a mile of them again.


But the parents were being so gentle with her. So caring, so kind. How are you? they asked, in hushed voices. How are you coping, dear? Bringing her batches of cookies, or paper bags of apples from their trees, or pots of homemade jam. As if food, any food, could help, even if she’d been able to stomach it. As if anything could make her feel even a tiny bit less dire. She wanted to scream at them to go away, to leave her be, but of course she couldn’t do that either.


It was Hugh. It was all down to Hugh, all his fault. She couldn’t think about him, couldn’t stop thinking about him. How could he have left her? It was unconscionable that he wasn’t there any more, that she couldn’t pick up the phone and hear his voice, or meet him for one of their beach walks, or arrive at his house – his and Imelda’s house – and watch him light up with pleasure at the sight of her. That had been worth anything, the smile she’d brought to his face. Hello, minx, he’d say to her, gathering her into him with his good arm. What have you to say for yourself? Account for your movements.


It was unbearable that he would never be there again, that his chair at the top of the table was now empty, and would stay empty. She felt ragged from the loss of him, and tightly wound as a bow string, and the simmering never let up for a minute.


In the week immediately following his death, the crèche having been temporarily handed back to her predecessor Avril, Eve had spent most of her time with Imelda. Both of them too dazed to think straight, too shocked to do more than sit in silence a lot of the time, Imelda eventually getting up to reheat someone’s donated casserole that they would then push around their plates until it grew cold.


Even after she resumed work, Eve had continued to spend as much time as she could with Imelda – and every night, except for one, she’d returned to the apartment above the crèche that had been her home since January, and tried to catch even a couple of hours’ sleep.


But one night, she hadn’t. One night, only nine days after Hugh’s death, she’d sought refuge from her grief and loneliness – and now, a month later, when she’d thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse, they had. Now everything had changed again. Now, along with missing Hugh, along with wanting, every now and again, to throw something fragile against a wall, she had a new situation to grapple with, and she had no idea how she would cope. If she would cope.


‘Eve, love, you must try to eat.’


She lifted her head and looked at Imelda. If only you knew. ‘I can’t.’


‘Just take a small—’


And then it happened. Out of nowhere – only of course it wasn’t out of nowhere: it was out of the simmering of six weeks – she finally bubbled up and spilt over.


‘I can’t eat!’ she cried, shoving away her bowl of soup, causing it to shoot across the table and go flying over the edge, landing with a clatter and a reddish-brown splash on the kitchen tiles, spattering cooker and cupboard doors, and Imelda’s slippers that sat on the floor by the fridge. ‘I can’t eat – stop nagging me! You’re not my mother!’ Her voice high and shrill and not sounding at all familiar, and Imelda’s mouth dropping open, her face full of bewilderment, and Scooter appearing from under the table to lap up the spill, apparently unaware that Eve had finally taken leave of her senses, had gone over the edge as surely as the soup.


‘I can’t stand this!’ she shouted, pushing back her chair with a screech. ‘I can’t bear it! I’m going home!’


‘Eve, it’s alright, I understand you’re—’


‘You don’t understand!’ she shot back, snatching up the jacket she’d dropped in a heap on the worktop. ‘You have no idea!’ Wrenching open the back door and slamming it behind her, running from the garden to the road, blood singing in her ears, praying to God she met nobody on the way home – and for once, God listened.


In the apartment she sat with her head in her hands, trying to blot out the fact that she’d shouted at Imelda, who’d done nothing to deserve it. Still on fire inside, her breath coming short and fast, her fingertips tingling. Her phone rang, more than once: she ignored it. She sat, dry-eyed, throat hurting, wanting it all to stop. Needing it all to go away, but it wasn’t going away. It was going nowhere.


And then, as darkness crept into the room, blurring outlines, leaching colours, as her breath slowed and softened, she thought, Imelda would have left me anyway. Imelda would have left like everyone else, once word got out. So it didn’t matter that she’d blown up in the kitchen: in fact, it was probably for the best. Cut the tie, be the one to end it.


As she was undressing for bed, her phone rang again. She picked it up and saw Imelda’s name, and shut it off.




Laura


‘I’D PREFER,’ HE SAID, ‘IF YOU TOLD NOBODY ABOUT this.’


She regarded her fingers, resting on the steering wheel. There was a small blue bruise on a knuckle that she didn’t remember getting. ‘I really think you should tell Susan.’ When he didn’t respond she turned to face him. ‘Why won’t you?’


He met her gaze. ‘Because I choose not to,’ he replied, the words carrying little emotion – she never remembered him raising his voice in anger – but she could see in the tiny narrowing of his eyes the irritation the question had caused. You didn’t question him.


She looked away. She lowered her hands to rest them in her lap. Through the windscreen she watched the approach of the ferry that would take him from the island, an hour after it had dropped him here.


The surprise of seeing him on the doorstep, completely out of the blue. She’d been in the middle of cleaning up after the breakfasts – at least he hadn’t arrived in the middle of the full Irish but no tomato, and the extra toast just lightly browned, and the soft-boiled egg but make sure the white was set. At least he’d waited until all that palaver was over.


You weren’t expecting me, he’d said, which had to be the understatement of the century. He must have left Dublin at cockcrow to arrive on Roone by eleven. She wondered what he’d told Susan to explain his absence, but she knew better than to ask him that. Susan came often to Roone, but his last appearance on the island had been for Laura and Gavin’s wedding, coming on for three years ago – or was it four? They’d married in October, three months after Marian and Evie were born, which made it four years. Time flew, whether you were having fun or not.


There’s something, he’d said, I need to talk to you about – so she’d left Gav and the boys finishing off things in the house and she’d brought him out to the field, and he’d told her as they walked the perimeter what he’d come to tell her, and she’d tried to take it in, but she still hadn’t done that, not really. And then he’d asked her to drive him back to the ferry, so she’d returned to the house and got the van keys from Gav, and here they were.


‘I appreciate this,’ he said. ‘I know it’s asking a lot.’


In all her recollections he’d never asked anything of her, never looked for her help in any way before this. But this wasn’t just any old request, any old favour: this was a big one. This was about as big as it got. And to have to keep it from everyone, even Gav, even Susan, was asking a hell of a lot. She’d have to make up a tale for Gav, who’d be dying to know what had prompted the visit – and Susan could never even be told that the encounter had taken place.


She turned again to look at him, and again he met her gaze steadily. He’d never been one for looking away, she’d give him that. He met a situation head on, like he was meeting this one. He’d got older looking since their last encounter in Dublin, a year and a half earlier. The skin on his cheeks was beginning to descend, the first hint of jowls forming. The bags beneath his eyes were more pronounced, the brilliant turquoise of the irises fading, but the face was as arresting, as commanding of attention, as it had always been. Sixty-five, wasn’t he? Not old these days – and by all accounts, working as much as ever.


‘I wish …’ she began, and came to a halt. She wished so much. She wished he was different. She wished their story was different. She wished she’d held her tongue on that last encounter instead of telling him, in a fit of anger, that he would die alone. She wished they loved one another, and depended on one another, and missed each other when they were apart.


Some minuscule shift occurred in his face then, some blurring of the edges happened. ‘What do you wish?’ he asked mildly, eyes holding hers, an almost-smile on his mouth – but her courage didn’t equal his, and she shook her head.


‘So many things, I wouldn’t know where to start. We’d better get going,’ she said, reaching for the door handle.


‘Stay,’ he said, ‘there’s no need for you to come out,’ so she remained where she was, and echoed his goodbye – no embrace, never an embrace. She turned the van around while he was still walking across the pier, not thinking about the conversation they’d had in the field, because God alone knew where that might bring her. Best to put it from her, to pack it away where nobody would find it, to never dwell on it.


On the way back to Walter’s Place she thought up a story for Gav. An insurance thing, she’d say. Some official arrangement he wants to set up. To be honest, it was so boring I didn’t pay it too much attention. Some form he needs me to fill in. It wasn’t great, it wasn’t even particularly believable, but it would have to do. She hated lying, only ever did it when she knew the truth would hurt, but he’d left her with little choice.


She pulled up by the five-bar gate and got out. She left the van unlocked – this was Roone: only tourists locked their vehicles – and made her way into the field, because she felt a sudden need to talk to George.


‘What do you make of that?’ she asked him, running a hand along the rough hair of his neck. ‘Is that not the weirdest—’ And then she had to stop, because the lump in her throat was making it difficult to carry on. She lifted her face to the sky, palm resting against George’s comforting warmth, and drank in the fresh air with the taste of the sea on it until it steadied her.


‘He comes here,’ she resumed, stroking the soft ear, scratching along the length of the nose, ‘no warning, George. Not a phone call, not even a text. We could have been gone away.’ Although he’d known they wouldn’t be gone anywhere, not with the season in full swing, and the island bursting at the seams, like it always was in the summer months.


‘Why me, George? Why did he have to—’ She broke off again, blinking and swallowing, pulling more sea air into her. God, this was ridiculous. She’d have to hold it together when she went inside, or Gav would see right through her. ‘OK,’ she said then, patting the donkey’s flank. ‘OK. Thanks, George. Always good talking to you.’


He meant nothing to her. They had no bond, like a normal father and child would have. All her life he’d failed her. She’d resolved to sever ties with him that last time, sworn never to let him get to her again. And now here he was, dragging her back.


Get a grip, she told herself, crossing the field to the house. You’ve agreed to his request, nothing more to be done. It’s his problem, not yours. Let it go, let it off, don’t think about him any more.


She entered the house, setting her face to meet Gav and the kids. Becoming once more Laura the wife, Laura the mother, Laura the one who sorted things out. Laura the sister in a few weeks, when Tilly flew over from Australia to spend her third summer on Roone.


Little imagining, as she pushed open the scullery door, smile in place, that letting it go, letting it off, was going to prove completely out of the question.
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JULY




Imelda


HIS TIES. HIS TIES TORE HER HEART IN TWO. EVERY ONE of them drawing her back, every one of them throwing up a memory that made the loss of him a thousand times worse.


His narrow dark green tie in a fine wool. Their first dinner together in Manning’s Hotel. The salmon mousse she’d eaten in tiny morsels, terrified he’d ask her something when her mouth was full. His smile when she’d told him about the ballet classes she’d taken up the previous year, nervousness causing her to blurt it out. Kicking herself the minute she had it said, in case he thought her a fool to be doing something like that at her age. His fingers touching hers briefly when they’d both reached for the salt: the skip it had caused inside her, like a foolish smitten girl.


His navy tie with little red and grey boats stamped on it. The night he’d leant towards her as the credits were rolling after a film in Tralee – a spy thing she hadn’t been able to make an ounce of sense of – and asked her in a whisper, his breath warm on her ear, if she’d ever consider marrying him. Not three months since they’d first laid eyes on one another on Roone’s smallest pebbly beach, a day into her holiday on the island. She’d returned to Mayo less than a fortnight later, and after that the two of them had met up on Sundays only, in Tralee or Galway. Really, when you thought about it, it was no time at all to be thinking about marriage, but both of them had been certain by the time he’d asked the question. They’d reached an understanding, was how people would have put it.


His striped tie, rust and maroon and white, which had always put her in mind of a school uniform. His visit to Mayo so they could break the news together to her sister Marian and her brother-in-law Vernon. Marian’s mouth dropping open when they’d told her, for once rendered speechless. Vernon beaming like someone who’d just won the Lotto, pumping Hugh’s good arm, welcoming him to the family, telling him he was most welcome, most welcome indeed.


His wedding tie, the most heartbreaking of all. A beautiful dove grey, embossed with tiny repeated triangles in a shinier finish. His face at the top of the church, pale and tremulously smiling as she’d walked towards him on legs she couldn’t feel, hanging on tight to Vernon’s arm. Sick with nerves, but also knowing that she was entering the happiest time of her life. Wanting, despite her shakiness, to break away from Vernon and run up the aisle to him, hardly able to wait to become Mrs Hugh Fitzpatrick at the ripe old age of fifty-four. Little dreaming that before her sixtieth birthday she’d be his widow.


Was it too soon to be doing this, to be packing up his clothes? She had no template, no timetable for grief. Should she have waited longer? Probably – but she’d woken up needing to be around his things, needing to touch and sort and fold them, even if it killed her. She rolled the ties into neat rounds and secured them with straight pins. She placed them on top of the folded shirts, her heart broken clean in two with pain and loneliness and white-hot rage.


Not six years together, after waiting her whole life for him. The unfairness of it, the unbearable, unforgivable cruelty of it sent the anger raising a pulse in her temple, threatening to eat her up in its dreadful ferocity. Not even six years, when others got decades and decades, and children and grandchildren, and anniversary after anniversary after anniversary, before Death decided it was time to call a halt.


Denied his future, since losing him she’d hungered for his past. In the days that followed the funeral, when her grief had been bedding in, fierce and frightening, she’d ambushed his niece Nell, born and bred on Roone like Hugh, for what she could remember about him as a younger man, and poor Nell, full of her own loss, had battled tears as she’d reached into her memories and pulled them out.


He made a scarecrow once for some farmer who was looking for it. The head was a burst football, and he carved a bit of driftwood in the shape of the farmer’s moustache and painted it to match, and stuck it on. I remember my mother giving out to him, in case the farmer took offence, but Hugh only laughed at her.


He found a wall clock for my birthday. I would have been nine or ten. It was in the shape of a yacht, and it had an anchor for a pendulum. I thought it was the most wonderful thing I’d ever seen. It’s still around somewhere, I’m sure. I’ll have a look for it and show you.


He helped me to paint Jupiter, after Grandpa Will died, Hugh’s dad. I was seventeen, and I missed him terribly. He’d left me his little rowboat, and I got it into my head that I wanted to paint it, as a sort of tribute to him or something, I don’t know, and Hugh came with me to get the paint – I wanted something bright so we picked out yellow – and we painted it together.


I remember when his bid on Considine’s pub was accepted, and he renamed it Fitz’s and made it his own. He was so happy then, and we were all delighted for him. There was a huge session in the pub on the opening night. Nobody had planned it, but every musician on the island turned up with an instrument – and I’d swear the music never sounded better. I remember the sun coming up as I walked home with Dad.


Imelda had listened to all the silly precious recollections. She’d added them to her own pathetic few, and held them close and kept them safe. She unfolded them in the darkness of her sleepless nights and walked through his early life with him, acquainting herself with the young man she’d never known. It kept her from falling completely apart.


She closed the box that held his shirts and ties, mouth pressed tight, squeezing back the tears that wanted to fall all the time, all the time. The crying she’d done in the past seven weeks, rivers and rivers of heart-scalding tears – but there seemed to be no end to them.


Seven weeks. An eternity, an instant. Seven weeks since she’d woken and turned to him, and seen immediately that something wasn’t right. A peculiar purplish tinge to his skin, his eyes almost but not quite closed, a slackness to his features that was more than sleep, that was beyond sleep. Hugh, she’d said, thinking stroke, thinking brain bleed, not thinking worse, not yet, Hugh, wake up, reaching towards him, putting a palm to his cheek – and the horrible clammy iciness of it had made her recoil, as if he’d burnt her.


She’d risen to her knees, feeling a tumble of her insides, No, no, feeling everything in her turn to water, feeling the breath go from her, placing trembling fingers to the side of his neck, and then to his wrist, praying for a pulse, however weak, no, praying for a sign of life, no, no, no, no, no, no, gathering him up, what was left of him, pressing the coldness, the stiffness of him to her, no, no, no, howling it out, How could you? No, no, and nobody at all to hear her, with Eve moved out and Keith in Galway and God not giving a damn. While she slept beside him he’d taken his last breath and gone away from her, a month before his fifty-seventh birthday, his present of a navy sweater already bought and wrapped and sitting in the boot of her car, the only place he wouldn’t find it.


Heart, Dr Jack had said. A massive heart attack. He wouldn’t have suffered, he’d told her, and she’d clung, she was clinging, to that. Let him not have felt a thing. Let his life have come to a gentle and painless end. Let her suffer – let all the suffering be hers.


The immediate aftermath, the days following his death, she remembered only in disjointed, unrelated fragments – somewhat, she imagined, like the recollections of an Alzheimer’s patient, whose lived life could only be recalled, if at all, in haphazard, misaligned episodes.


The hands, all the hands of Roone reaching out to shake hers, not a soul on the island, young or old, who hadn’t known Hugh. Sorry for your trouble, sorry for your trouble, like a litany, like a Taizé chant, a poem learnt off by heart, the words affording some tiny solace by their very monotony. People calling her lovey and darling and pet, calling her all the names he’d called her.


The wobble in Henry Manning’s chin, his eyes swimming as he told her that Hugh’s first job had been washing up in the hotel kitchen at weekends as a schoolboy, a missing forearm no hindrance at all to him. As fast as anyone, Henry had told her, my father often said there was nobody like him to work, trembling mouth downturned in a way Imelda might have found comical, once upon a time.


The ham sandwich cut into four little squares that she’d forced herself to eat at someone’s urging. Too much butter in it, a smear of the English mustard that she hated, but she’d chewed and swallowed and washed it down with warm tea so that she’d be left alone.


The smell of wet clothes during the endless night of his wake, when people sat in relays by his coffin through the darkness, as island custom demanded. Rain pelting down outside, a fitting soundtrack it felt like.


Isolated images too. A bunch of big white and yellow daisies, tied with a green ribbon. Someone’s green quilted jacket draped over the back of a chair. Someone else’s silver drop earrings in the shape of flying birds. A biscuit sitting ignored on a saucer that had beautiful pink roses painted on it. Whose saucer? She had no idea, part of the paraphernalia of crockery and glasses that someone – Nell? – had rounded up for the wake.


The dreadful coldness of the lips she kissed as she told him goodbye, the day of the funeral. The taste of the blood she drew from her cheek, biting hard into it as the coffin lid was lowered. Trying to distract herself from the other pain, but there was no escape from it.


The feel of her sister’s arm about her waist as they stood at the open grave, her brother-in-law on her other side, propping her up between them. Nell standing across the way, similarly flanked by her husband and stepson, weeping quietly as her beloved uncle was put in the ground.


His wellingtons, side by side in the shed some days later, when Imelda had gone in search of a vase for flowers someone had brought. His dark green wellingtons, patched with stiffened earth, the sight of them bringing a wave of such desolation that she literally sank beneath it, dropped to her knees on the musty wooden floor, wrapped her arms about herself and rocked in anguish, her errand forgotten.


Enough. Enough. She crossed to the wardrobe and lifted out his everyday jacket, the donkey-brown herringbone with the worn leather elbow patches that he’d had forever, that he’d refused to let her replace. She undid the pinned-up right sleeve and let it fall to match its comrade.


She pressed the worn nubby cloth to her face and drew in the scent of him that still clung to it. She closed her eyes and imagined it growing solid and warm again, with the heft of his body inside it. She pictured her cheek resting against his chest, remembered them dancing in the back garden on warm summery nights with nobody to see them, the kitchen window open so they could hear the radio, the stars keeping vigil overhead.


Thank God he’d resisted her efforts to bin it. This she wouldn’t give to charity. This she would never be separated from, not to her dying day. She’d wear it: she’d settle it across her shoulders when she sat on the patio on chilly autumn afternoons with her book and a mug of camomile tea. It would be her comfort blanket, as it had been his.


She checked the clock radio: time to get moving if she was to make ten o’clock Mass. Still going every Sunday, despite her hatred of God these days. Still compelled, for some unknown reason, to sit and kneel and stand with the rest of the congregation. But she hadn’t taken communion in seven weeks. It was her single small protest, and it afforded a tiny satisfaction.


She returned the jacket to the wardrobe and moved the cardboard box to the chair by his side of the bed. She’d bring it to Tralee next time she was going. She’d drop it into a charity shop and come away quickly, before she could change her mind about parting with anything of his.


She picked up her phone and pressed Eve’s number, and listened to the rings that were still going unanswered. ‘It’s me,’ she said when she heard the beep. ‘It’s Imelda. Please give me a ring.’ The same message she’d left half a dozen times now, and no response to any of them.


Eve was hurting, she knew that. Hugh had become the father she’d never known. They’d formed a deep bond – Imelda, to her shame, had been almost jealous to see it – and his death had shaken the girl immensely. Imelda had to remember that, and make allowances. But she was hurting too, and this wasn’t helping. She’d just have to let it take its course, and wait for Eve to come back to her.


She smoothed down her skirt. She ran a hand through her hair, for all the good it did. She pushed down the rage that still threatened, every second of every day, to get the better of her. She opened the door and walked out to face the life that had to be faced, wishing for the thousandth time that she, not he, had died.




Tilly


TEN MORE DAYS TILL SHE BOARDED THE FIRST PLANE. They might as well be ten centuries. How was she to get through them without dying of anticipation, and endure the endless hours of travel that followed? Four flights in total to get her from Brisbane to Kerry. Over an entire day in the air, the in-between hours spent walking around airports, trailing through Duty Free shops, sniffing perfumes till she couldn’t tell one from another, sleep-deprived but terrified to sit for any length of time in case she fell asleep.


And even though there were still ten days to go, she’d already packed and unpacked her case half a dozen times. She’d also tried on every stitch in her wardrobe, searching for the best thing to wear when Andy set eyes on her – saw her in the flesh, as opposed to on a screen – for the first time in ten months and twenty-five days.


She’d almost settled on the turquoise dress he’d said matched her eyes – except that it was a little worn at the seams now, a little faded. Maybe the jade green tunic top she’d got from her best friend Lien for her last birthday – he had yet to see it, and Tilly loved it teamed with her navy cropped pants – but did the colour really flatter her pale freckly skin, her nondescript brown hair?


How about the terracotta sweater in a fine wool that she’d found on a sale rail after Christmas – or was it a bit too dressy, with its rows of tiny beads running around the neckline? Maybe her black sundress then – but it was linen and would crease horribly in transit. Oh, it was impossible to choose, but trying them all on, debating and rejecting and deliberating, passed the time before her shift at the restaurant started at five.


Kerry airport was where they were to meet. I bought a car, he’d told her. Well, my dad mostly bought it. Eight hundred and twenty euro, bargain. He’d turned his phone so she could view it, and Tilly had seen a small blue hatchback – a Fiat, she thought he’d said. It looked a bit dented, and the paint had flaked off in patches, but it had a working engine, and it was bringing him to the airport on Tuesday, and then it was taking both of them back to Roone, where Tilly was staying for three and a half glorious weeks.


She couldn’t wait.


I’ve got a summer job, he’d told her. I had to, to pay Dad back for the car. I’m working in an ice-cream van at the pier. An ice-cream van: how perfect was that?


Show me, she’d said, and he’d shown her a van that was painted bright yellow with a big window at the side, above which was written Soft Whip and Cold Drinks in coloured cartoon letters. She imagined the two of them there, he passing out the orders, she taking the money and making change. This would be her fourth visit to Ireland: she was well used to euros and cents by now.


She thought back to her first trip, two and a half years earlier. So afraid she’d been, so desperate as she’d flown halfway across the world, pregnant and heartbroken. Abandoned by the man she’d fancied herself in love with, and who’d professed to love her, until he’d taken what he wanted and vanished.


On discovering she was pregnant she’d fled from her adoptive parents to the only place she could think of, on a mission to find a sister she’d never met, knowing just her name and that she lived on a tiny island, located off the coast of another tiny island. Clinging to the faintest of hopes that this complete stranger would help her, would somehow make everything right.


It hadn’t begun well. Her money had been stolen in Heathrow airport as she’d slept, a disastrous start to the whole hastily planned endeavour. But the kindness of various strangers on her onward journey had eventually enabled her to make her way to Roone, and to her sister Laura.


And things had sorted themselves out on the island, but not in the way she’d imagined. Her pregnancy had come to an end of its own accord, the life that had begun a few weeks before her trip slipping out of her one evening, the miscarriage leaving her unaccountably bereft – her head told her it was a good thing, her heart disagreed – but ultimately grateful.


And of course, not only had she tracked down Laura, and been welcomed into Walter’s Place Bed & Breakfast, and made the acquaintance of Laura’s husband Gavin and her delightful children, she’d also been introduced to Andy Baker, the boy who lived next door to them all.


She remembered her first sight of him like it was last week: shovelling snow from the path outside his front door, bundled into a padded jacket and a woolly hat, nose pink from the cold. Not exactly eye-catching, not particularly arresting – but all the same that first encounter, the first time their eyes had met, the brief greeting they’d exchanged, had caused a delicious swoosh in her heart, had sent a warm rush of blood to her cheeks.


Love at first sight, no other explanation for it – and miracle of miracles, he’d been drawn to her too. Not as dramatically as she’d been to him, but before her far too short stay on the island had ended they’d formed a connection and agreed to keep in touch, and they had.


Their relationship had been carefully nurtured through daily emails, and FaceTime chats that involved juggling time differences and schedules, and occasional actual letters in actual envelopes with stamps on them. Their feelings for one another had survived and grown, and with each of her subsequent visits to Roone she’d fallen more deeply in love with him.


And now she was preparing to meet him for the fourth time. A week on Tuesday, at ten minutes to seven in the evening Irish time, her plane was due to land in the quaint little airport at Farranfore, County Kerry. She would walk down the steps and cross the tarmac. She would collect her luggage and enter the tiny arrivals hall, her insides turning somersaults every step of the way, and he would be waiting for her with the keys of his dented blue car. She closed her eyes and imagined their embrace on meeting. She could almost feel his arms tight around her, the wonderful warmth of him as she nestled in. They belonged together – anyone could tell you that.


And before her time in Ireland was up, she was going to ask him to marry her.


It had come to her some weeks earlier when she was sitting at the hairdresser’s, waiting for her usual trim. Flicking through a magazine, she’d come upon a feature on various celebrity weddings – and as she’d turned the pages and regarded the smiling faces of the alarmingly thin but impeccably dressed brides, she’d thought, I want to do that. I want to get married.


The thought had sat in her head for the rest of the day. She’d looked at it from every angle, and there was nothing she didn’t like about it. She ticked off the reasons it made sense. After two and a half years of thousands of miles between them, and only brief periods of actually being together, their love and commitment was a given. They were in perfect sync, so at ease with one another, both inclined more to the quiet than the vivacious. She got on well with his family, particularly with his stepmother Nell, who seemed to approve of her. She adored his accent, and the funny way he worded things sometimes. She loved their differences every bit as much as the things they had in common.


Their physical attraction was undeniable. They’d come pretty close, last summer, to going all the way: she’d been the one to call a halt, whispering that maybe they should wait. She’d regretted it afterwards; on the plane that was carrying her away from him she’d called herself every name she could think of. But when she’d given it more thought, she’d understood that it was a legacy from the disastrous outcome of her encounter with John Smith, the man who’d used her so badly. Not that she didn’t trust Andy absolutely, but crossing that threshold again with anyone was always going to be momentous.


And really, what was their hurry, now that she’d decided to take matters into her own hands and make things permanent? They had their whole lives to enjoy one another – and there was something utterly romantic, she felt, about waiting until their wedding night. Some might say they were too young to marry – she’d be twenty in December; he’d passed that milestone in March – but as far as she was concerned they were plenty old enough to know what they wanted.


She’d move to Ireland, of course: she was only dying for a reason to do it. She’d hand in her notice at the Indonesian restaurant where she’d worked part time since her mid-teens, and full time since leaving school. Initially she’d relocate to Limerick, where he was studying computer science. He currently lived on campus, so she probably wouldn’t be able to move in with him, but they could find a place together, be it ever so humble. She’d hunt down a job, it didn’t matter what. She’d scrub floors, clean toilets, if it meant making enough to pay rent and buy food, and be together.


But Limerick would only be temporary: when Andy graduated in two years they’d return to Roone. The beauty of computer programming was that it could be done remotely, so he could live anywhere, and they both loved the island, despite neither of them having come from there. Andy had spent the first eleven years of his life in Dublin, and Tilly, of course, hadn’t laid eyes on Roone until she was seventeen – but she couldn’t imagine them living anywhere else once he qualified.


And on Roone, she would finally realise her other dream.


For as long as she could remember, she’d wanted to be a writer. She’d kept a diary as a young girl, and written short stories as a teen, and dabbled in poetry here and there, but her heart was set on writing a novel. She hadn’t got round to starting it, hadn’t yet come up with a big enough idea, but on Roone she would. Once she became a permanent resident of the island she’d be inspired: she was certain of it.


It was perfectly feasible, all of it. It was what she wanted, and she knew he wanted it too. And in the twenty-first century, the second millennium, she didn’t have to wait for him to pop the question. She’d pick her time carefully, wait for the perfect moment. And he’d say yes. He had to say yes.


She’d return from Roone engaged. The thought, whenever she allowed it in, sent a thrill shooting through her. For the umpteenth time she slipped off the ring that Laura had given her on her first visit to the island, and moved it to the third finger of her left hand. It was too loose for that finger but it didn’t matter. She could still imagine that the small blue stone was a diamond, and that it had been placed there by Andy.


The wedding would be on Roone. With him having so many more people to invite than her, it made sense. No way would Ma and Pa make the trip – she didn’t have to ask them to know that. They’d never left Australia, never flown anywhere at all: the long trek to Ireland would be out of the question. This would also rule out Robbie and Jemima, at ten and five far too young to travel such a distance alone – so apart from Lien, who would definitely jump at the chance to visit Ireland, Tilly would have nobody at all from her side.


Or rather, she’d have nobody from Australia. Laura and her family would be there – and Susan, the stepmother Tilly had acquired along with a sister, would come from Dublin with Tilly’s little half brother Harry, who would make an adorable pageboy. And it was certainly not a given, but Luke Potter might just show up too.


Tilly had yet to meet him in person, the famous artist whose face looked out sternly from so many sites on the internet – but what father would refuse to give his daughter away on her wedding day? It was true he’d shown scant interest in her up to this, but she’d live in hope.


Laura would be supportive, Tilly was certain of it. Just nineteen herself when she’d married for the first time, Laura knew about love, how it caught you up, how it couldn’t be ignored or put on pause. Laura would be happy for her.


The news might not go down so well in Australia. Tilly could already hear the reaction when she returned home and told them she was engaged. You’re too young, you hardly know him, it’s too soon. Even Lien, she suspected, didn’t rate her chances of anything lasting with Andy. A holiday romance was how they all looked on it, even though it had survived this far. But she’d show them: she’d prove to everyone that it was more than a fling, more than puppy love.


She’d miss home, of course she would. She’d miss Ma and Pa, and Robbie and Jemima. She’d miss Lien, her closest friend since early childhood – but Australia wasn’t the moon. She’d go back every now and again, and Robbie and Jemima could make the trip the other way when they were older, and Lien would be a frequent visitor.


She pulled open the drawer in her locker and retrieved her sister’s last letter. Laura was one of the few people she knew who didn’t have an email address – Tilly’s emails had to go via Gavin – and who still wrote letters. The handwriting was erratic, with a hurried look about it, and the pages often featured smudges and marks of unknown origins, but Tilly looked forward to their arrival once a month or so. She’d picture Laura scribbling down the news at the big kitchen table, tucking the finished pages into an envelope, sealing it and addressing it to Tilly. Pressing her face to it when it arrived, Tilly would swear she could smell the sea.




Tilly –


Won’t feel it now till you’re here. I’ve lost track of the number of pictures Evie and Marian have drawn for you: they’re all stuck up on the bedroom wall for your viewing pleasure. It’s been raining away for the past week, bring the wet gear – although the postman in Donegal who usually gets it right says we’re in for a sunny July, so fingers crossed. And Gav pulled up a twin carrot yesterday, which he says is another good weather omen. Can’t say I ever heard of that one, but you never know. Andy got his hair cut lately, I presume in your honour. He looks mighty fine, and just about deserving of you. He’ll have told you about his summer job – we’re all expecting lots of free ice-creams, with our connection. And you’ll have been told that he has a car, so you won’t know yourselves, swanning around like royalty.


Con Maher, I don’t think you’ve met him, he used to run the creamery, has just become a grandfather to triplets, so he’s Roone’s current celebrity. Henry in the hotel is having a giant party for his seventieth, the day after my birthday, so you’ll be here for both. I told Henry as long as he was splashing out we might as well do a joint one so he’d get value from it, but he only laughed at me, so it looks like I’ll have to buy my own cake and candles. What’s new?


Ben and Seamus are counting the days to the summer holidays – can’t get my head around the fact that they’ll be starting secondary school in September. My little men. Evie lost a tooth the other morning; Marian was raging when the tooth fairy didn’t leave anything for her. I’d swear she’s been pulling at one of hers since. Poppy is finally out of nappies, can you believe it? Certainly took her time.


Just to prepare you, poor Nell is still very upset over Hugh. Those two were very close, more so since Nell’s mam died a few years back. Never know what’s coming, do we?


Well, I think that’s all my blather. It’s after ten here and I’m cross-eyed with tiredness and I have nine guests to feed in the morning, so I’ll sign off and see you soon, safe trip,


love Laur, and the rest of the gang xxx





She folded the pages and slipped them back into the envelope. She reached for the rattan bag that held the presents she’d bought, and spread them out on the bed. A necklace threaded with amber beads for Laura, more boomerangs for Ben and Seamus – how they managed to keep losing them was a complete mystery. A peg doll each for Evie and Marian, a sweet little furry koala for Poppy, and a book on Australian animals for Gavin, who’d been working in Dublin Zoo when he’d met Laura.


Chocolates for Andy’s parents, picture books for their two small children, his half-siblings. And for Andy, a leather wristband with his initials engraved on the small silver disc that hung from it.


AB. Andy Baker.


TB. Tilly Baker.


It was only a matter of time.




Laura


SHE PICKED UP THE PHONE AND PRESSED THE ANSWER key. ‘Susan – everything OK?’ Twenty to ten, late for her stepmother to be ringing.


‘Hi, Laura. I’m just letting you know that Harry and I are coming to Roone on Saturday for a little while.’


‘What? This Saturday?’ Unheard of for her to visit them in the summer. Spring and autumn were her times, when the B&B was closed and Laura had plenty of spare rooms. ‘Susan, you know I’d love to see you both, but I’m completely full, and Tilly is due—’


‘Don’t worry, I knew you’d be busy. I’ve booked a room for us in the hotel.’


And then it hit her. Susan knew. Laura’s father had told her what he’d told Laura, and she was trying to process it. She needed the space from him to figure out what lay ahead for them.


‘Well, it’ll be wonderful to see you.’ Laura would make no mention of it, not until Susan did, but it loomed like an elephant in her head. ‘How long will you stay?’


‘Two weeks.’


Longer, much longer than her usual visits to Roone. ‘We’ll see you Saturday then.’ Odd, was it, that she’d be happy to be away from him for that length of time? ‘Give a shout from the ferry so I’ll know you’re on the way.’


‘I will. It’ll probably be late afternoon.’


After hanging up, Laura resumed her scone making. It was a relief that Susan knew; now there need be nothing unsaid between them. Presumably he’d also told her that Laura already knew: if not, it would come out soon enough.


In the week or so that had passed since his unexpected appearance, Laura had been unable to keep him from her thoughts. In idle moments – changing sheets on a bed, filling little dishes with marmalade, mopping a bathroom floor – he’d drift into her head, prompting a wash of the mixed feelings she’d always had about him. His coming here, and what he’d told her, had unsettled things, had stirred up emotions that she’d patted down and tidied away.


Gav had seemed to believe her clumsily concocted reason for the visit – or at any rate, he hadn’t brought it up again. Perversely, Laura had found herself slightly annoyed by this: why hadn’t he seen through her, and pestered her until she’d told him the truth? This wasn’t a secret anyone should be asked to keep.


A sudden sharp rap on the back door startled her. Who could that be? Her guests all had keys for the front door. Nell used the back way, but she never knocked.


Laura set down her rolling pin and wiped floury hands on her apron. She glanced across the room at Charlie, fast asleep in the bed that Gav had fashioned from driftwood. Some guard dog; just as well Roone was as safe as it was. ‘Come in,’ she called.


Let it not be Michael Brown, their farming neighbour who showed up every so often, claiming to have run out of sugar or milk or whatever when what he was really looking for was someone to talk to. Poor Michael was lonely, God love him, stuck in that rambling farmhouse with nothing to keep him company but memories of a dead wife, and a son who seldom bothered to come over from Killarney – but Laura’s alarm was set for half six, as it was every night she had paying guests under her roof, and she was most definitely not in the mood to be neighbourly.


It wasn’t Michael Brown.


‘Sorry,’ Eve said. ‘I know it’s late.’ Twin pink spots in her cheeks. Hovering in the doorway, a hand gripping closed the collar of her jacket from the evening chill. ‘Can I come in? Just for a few minutes.’


‘Of course you can.’ Poor love, still so shook after Hugh. ‘Is anything wrong?’


‘Is Gavin here?’ she asked, sweeping the kitchen with a look, as if he might materialise from the fridge, or come crawling out from beneath the dresser. ‘Are you on your own?’


‘For the moment. Gav’s gone to collect the boys, but they won’t be long. What’s up?’


‘I … wanted to tell you something. At least, I have to tell someone, and you were the only person I could think of.’


Tension written all over her face, her whole body rigid with it. Oh dear, this didn’t look good. ‘Sit down,’ Laura said – but Eve made no move, just went on standing in the doorway.
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