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				About the Author

				Jennifer Johnston is one of the foremost writers of her, or any, generation. Her many awards include the Costa (formerly the Whitbread) Prize (The Old Jest) and the Evening Standard Best First Novel Award (The Captains and the Kings). She was also shortlisted for the Booker Prize with Shadows on our Skin.
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				‘A brilliant storyteller’ Liberary Review

				‘Roddy Doyle called Johnston the best writer in Ireland. Mesmerising, powerful fiction’ Red

				‘Richly alluring . . . Shadowstory has many pleasures to offer a reader: elegance of style, sureness of touch and above all the author’s radiant descriptive gift’ Patricia Craig, Independent

				‘Compelling and very beautiful’ Spectator

				‘A joy . . . genuinely affecting’ Daily Mail

				‘She has created a world of her own . . . of such material is the finest literature made’ Derek Mahon, Irish Times

				‘Masterly’ Penelope Lively, The Sunday Times

				‘A bittersweet demonstration of the impossibility of love . . . shot through with a luminous magic’ John Walsh, Independent
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				About the Book

				She hadn’t really liked him very much, Dada; he preferred it if she called him father. To him Dada was an untidy name for a man of his standing.

				The king was in his counting house, counting out his money.

				He liked things to go his way, his word was law, always what he thought was the best for you.

				Not every death is a tragedy. Not every silver lining is intact.

				Annie’s father is dead. She isn’t sorry. A rich and domineering man, his chief passion was money and, long ago, when his lovely, fragile wife died suddenly, he sent Annie to school in England, and tried to ensure that her mother was never mentioned again.

				But now his tyranny is over. And so Annie leaves her London life and goes back to Dublin, to the family house she hates, and discovers that now, just when she thought she was free of her father, he has left her the house and intends her to live as he would have wished. Does she dare to defy him one more time? And who can she trust to tell her the truth about her mother’s life, and death?

				Any new novel by the Booker-shortlisted Jennifer Johnston is a literary event, and A SIXPENNY SONG is a brief masterpiece: acerbic, lyrical, witty and heartbreaking.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				To all my relations who live in and around Glasthale, centre of the world, with much love.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				A SIXPENNY SONG

				Sing a song of sixpence,

				A pocket full of rye;

				Four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie.

				When the pie was opened,

				The birds began to sing;

				Wasn’t that a dainty dish to set before the king?

				She hadn’t really liked him very much, Dada (he preferred it if she called him Father; to him Dada was an untidy name for a man of his standing).

				The king was in his counting house,

				Counting out his money . . .

				From the tip of his head, black hair slightly streaked with silver the last time she had seen him, which she would have to admit was ten years ago, to the toes of his highly polished shoes he looked immaculate, handsome, a man of class and wealth. Which, of course, he was. He liked things to go his way; his word was law, and always what he thought was the best for you.

				‘I only want what is best for you.’

				How many times had she heard those unanswerable words?

				And now he was dead. She wondered if he had ordered his death as he had ordered everything else in his life.

				She hadn’t been back here for over ten years.

				She had been barely eighteen when she had left Dublin. She had just thrown some stuff in a suitcase and set off as so many others had done down the years and indeed still do for their various reasons. Her reason had been freedom, her destination London. From London it had appeared to her she could survey the world; she would be able to make decisions, her own decisions, not her father’s. Dada had a scheme mapped out for her. He had wanted her to follow him into the money world. He wanted her to move with grace and confidence among the wheelers and dealers and eventually marry one of them and consolidate their assets, their two worlds. He had sent her to school in England a couple of years after her mother had died, when she was barely twelve years old and too young to fight her corner. ‘I only want what is best for you,’ he had said, when he had dropped the bombshell. ‘Your mother and I have only ever wanted the best.’

				How can you fight against someone who only wants the best for you?

				You can’t. You have to run. Oh, yes, in the end you have to run.

				Luckily for her she had friends in London, thanks to Dada’s choice of school for her; she had a little money in her bank account, thanks also to her father’s being a rich man and giving her a decent allowance, which he docked when he realised she had gone. He thought he could frighten her into returning to Dublin, but he was wrong; Jude and Annie had been the two failures in his life. They had both escaped him.

				It didn’t take Annie long to get a job in a bookshop just off the King’s Road; it must have been the smallest bookshop in the world, but was undoubtedly the best. The three young men who worked there were all called John, or rather John, Johnny and Sean; this made Annie laugh. She bought herself a bicycle and every day, hail, rain or snow, she would pedal from her tiny flat in Notting Hill through the park to the Albert Hall, downhill past those imposing museums to South Kensington and then on to the King’s Road. It was harder work going home, but it was still an enjoyable part of her day.

				She became a Londoner; it’s an easy thing to do, just a question of smiling, keeping your equilibrium, being polite, and smiling some more, and after a while they no longer notice that you are not one of them. There are myriad different sorts, bumping fairly gently up against each other, scraping, joking, fighting, loving, hating, the whole of life’s gamut, in fact. She became absorbed into it.

				There was another bookshop just round the corner from her flat, owned by a man from Belfast. He also owned a dog that used to sit by the door of the shop and smile at customers as they went in. Silly things like that made her feel good; made her laugh. She felt good a lot of the time in London; even the dust and the east wind and the petrol fumes couldn’t diminish her feeling of joy at being free. Even the voice that from time to time spoke in her head. ‘This is not home.’ It would speak quite clearly, with a slight Dublin accent. ‘You silly girl, you must go home before you forget, before you are forgotten.’ She would laugh, of course; in those days voices in the head were to be laughed at. Now they have become more sombre; now they have in them intimations of mortality. Great words, those, with a fine rhythm to them. She had always loved words, the way they roll from your mouth, sonorous, or fly like birds, little flitting birds or frightening black crows. She always used to ask Jude the meanings of words she had never heard before.

				‘What does persevere mean, Mummy? What is an ogre? What does it mean in your music book when it says allegro ma non troppo? What is a pedagogue?’ Once, she remembered whining at her, ‘There are so many words, will I ever know them all? Will I, Mummy, will I?’

				Jude had laughed, and tousled her daughter’s hair with her fingers. ‘I expect you’ll know every word you need to know. The unexpected ones that you’ve never met before and probably never will again you will find in the dictionary. You must always be sure you have a dictionary, because that is an enormously important book. And a thesaurus. You will need one of those too.’

				‘What’s a thesaurus?’

				Jude had had enough. She reached for her glass. ‘Run along, darling. Go and find Nanny.’

				The maid was in the garden,

				Hanging out the clothes,

				When down came a blackbird and pecked off her nose.

				And here she was in the middle of Dublin Airport with that silly song whirling in her head.

				It was always a child singing in her head. A young fresh voice. A sweet voice. Her voice?

				She didn’t think she had sung as well as that. In fact she was pretty sure she hadn’t.

				She stopped walking and shook her head, to dislodge the voice. She must not lose reality, not here. Dublin Airport was not a place for fantasising.

				‘Keep your wits about you,’ Johnny had said, as he had dropped her at Heathrow, just this morning.

				She had only been in the shop for about fifteen minutes when he had called to her. ‘Annie. Telephone.’

				She had been dusting top-shelf books with a feather duster. ‘Who?’ She made her way to the front of the shop and he handed her the receiver.

				‘Your mother.’

				‘My mother,’ she said sharply to him, ‘has been dead for almost twenty years. So that’s pretty unlikely.’

				‘Ah,’ said Johnny. ‘Sympathies and apologies. An impostor then. You may not want to speak to an impostor.’

				‘Hello, this is Annie Ross. Who is speaking, please?’

				‘Darling Annie. This is Miriam, your . . . yes . . .’

				‘Oh yes, Miriam. How are you?’ She grimaced at Johnny and rolled her eyes towards the ceiling.

				‘Dear child, I have some very sad news for you. Your father . . .’

				‘My father?’

				‘Yes. He, well, he’s dead. He died. Quite suddenly. He just stood up from the table after breakfast and dropped dead. Like a stone. The doctor said he had a massive heart attack. Massive. About three hours ago.’

				There was a very long silence. There was a sound like a sob from Miriam’s end.

				Annie sighed. ‘Poor Dada.’

				‘He wouldn’t have felt a thing. He went down, as I said, like a stone.’

				‘Poor Dada. I’ll . . . I’ll come . . . I’ll . . .’

				‘Dead. Will you come? Could you? I know you haven’t been near him for years.’

				‘I’ll be over this evening.’

				‘I knew you’d come. I knew you were a good girl at heart.’

				‘I’ll see you this evening.’

				‘Someone will be there to pick you up.’

				‘No. That’s OK. I can get a cab. I don’t know what plane I’ll be on and I won’t need a bed. I’ll stay in a hotel.’

				‘Annie . . .’

				‘I’d rather. I’ll see you this evening.’

				She put down the receiver and sat thinking about Dada. I couldn’t sleep in the same house as his dead body, she thought. No.

				Mrs number two wife, better known to the world as Miriam, had served him well; she knew the value and importance of money, she knew what to spend and where to spend it. I am rich, her charming smile seemed to say, please come and enjoy my richness for a while. Yes, she served him well, and had, no doubt, been well rewarded; she had her little pad now in Monte Carlo, where everyone was rich, and she would wait there to see what the wind would blow in her direction.

				I have never wanted to be her friend, so I don’t want to sleep in the same house as her live body.

				Johnny had put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Come on, Annie,’ he said. ‘I have the car outside. I’ll drive you home to get your stuff and then out to the airport. Come on, quick. We don’t want you blubbing all over the shop.’

				She didn’t blub.

				Her head felt as if it were full of stones, each one rubbing against the next one, creating little aches behind her eyes.

				‘I didn’t like him,’ she said to Johnny as she got into his car.

				‘That’s OK by me. The world is full of people who don’t like their fathers or mothers. Or come to that their brothers or sisters. No need for guilt or apologies. Something will make you cry, though. You will be surprised by tears. They will happen.’ He began to hum a tuneless song and they drove to the airport without speaking.

				It wasn’t until she saw the house, standing resplendent on what looked like its own private hill and backed by the low mountains, Kilmashogue, the Hell Fire Club, the dark shadowy Pine Forest, and the sad ruin directly behind it, the name of which escaped her at that moment – it had been burned in the troubles and only the elegant shell remained to remind people of those days of painful violence – that she began to cry, unstoppable warm tears, bursting from her eyes. She scrabbled in her bag but couldn’t find a Kleenex and was just about to use the sleeve of her coat when she felt the taxi driver pressing a bundle of tissues into her hand.

				‘Thanks.’

				It hadn’t been the sight of her father’s house that had caused her to cry, but the fact that she was not able to remember the name of the ruin.

				Nanny and I used to go up there at the end of August, each with two chip baskets which we would fill with fat berries, and we never minded the scrapes from the brambles or the stains on our clothes, fingers and faces. She remembered that well, and the wonderful taste of the berries, fresh from the hedges as they burst in your mouth.

				She blew her nose. ‘I’m sorry.’ What the hell was that house called? Did it matter? Not a jot.

				‘Are you all right? Do you want me to stop for a few minutes?’

				‘No thanks. I’m OK now. Thank you. You’ve been so kind.’

				‘De nada, lady, de nada.’

				That made her smile.

				He swung the car right down the lane between the two cottages, deep and dark under the trees interlacing overhead, over the little humpbacked bridge and up the hill and there she was, home. She warned her eyes not to weep again, and looked instead at all of Dublin stretched beneath her, miles of rooftops and spires, factory chimneys and the odd sparkle of the sun on windows, all swathed in blue haze. I had forgotten, she thought. Mummy always said remember, but I hadn’t remembered this.

				The hall door opened behind her and she heard the sound of feet descending the granite steps. She sat tight where she was, staring out at Dublin. The door of the taxi opened and a hand was laid on her shoulder.

				‘Annie. Annie, my dear.’

				‘Hello, Miriam. I’m terribly sorry . . .’ She stopped. ‘I’m terribly . . .’

				Miriam gave her a scented kiss on the side of her face.

				‘That’s all right, my pet. You don’t have to say anything. Come in.’

				She was dressed in a smart charcoal grey suit, almost but not quite black, and round her neck she had tied a pink silk scarf that trembled gently in the wind.

				Annie got out of the car and followed Miriam up the steps. Once they were in the hall and the door was shut they stood and looked at each other.

				‘It’s the same as it’s always been,’ said Miriam at last. ‘He had such good taste, your poor dear father.’

				‘Yes,’ said Annie.

				‘There’ll be tea,’ said Miriam. ‘I just wondered if you’d like to see him first.’

				‘No . . . I’m sorry . . . no. I couldn’t. I mean . . . no. Thank you.’

				‘You’re sure?’

				‘Oh yes. Certain. I just want to remember him the way . . .’

				‘Quite,’ said Miriam. She sounded a little put out.

				‘I hope you understand. I have a picture of him in my head. I don’t want it replaced.’

				‘Sit down. I’ll just go and tell them to bring tea.’

				Dada looked up from the paper as she moved into the room.

				‘Ah, Annie.’ Genial smile. He was sitting in an armchair by the fire. ‘Sit, sit, dear child. Over here near the fire.’ Obediently she moved towards the fireplace, towards him, his legs crossed negligently, the paper drooping from his fingers. She was twelve. She wondered as she crossed the room whether someone cut his nails for him, they looked so proper and trimmed. He let the paper drop to the floor.

				‘Everything OK?’

				‘Yes, Dada.’

				‘Not lonely?’

				She shook her head.

				‘That’s good. It doesn’t do to be lonely. We might go to the pictures one evening. A Friday or Saturday. If there’s anything on that you’d like to see.’

				‘That’d be nice.’

				‘You could bring a friend.’

				‘Thank you.’

				‘Something suitable, of course. In the meantime, join me for dinner tonight. How about that? Quarter to eight in here. There’s someone coming who I’d like you to meet. Her name is Miriam Talbot. Wear something tidy. She’s a nice lady, you’ll like her.’

				‘Yes, Dada.’

				‘Good girl. Quarter to eight. What are you doing this afternoon?’

				‘I’m going swimming with Helen and Sophie. I’m meeting them in Sandycove.’

				‘How do you get to Sandycove from here?’

				‘Bike.’

				A tense little frown appeared on his forehead. ‘You will be careful, won’t you? It’s a long way. Uphill all the way back.’

				‘I do it all the time.’

				‘Oh . . . I didn’t realise. Harry could always take you in the car.’

				‘No, thank you. I enjoy riding the bike. I can whizz down. Coming back is a bit slower, but I can manage OK. I’ll go and have tea with Helen. We do it most Saturdays in the summer.’

				‘You won’t be late for dinner, will you?’

				She stared at him and didn’t say anything.

				‘There’s just one other thing . . . umm . . . something that your mother and I discussed for a long time.’ He clasped his hands in front of him as if he were about to pray. ‘Yes. The time has come, I think, what with one thing and another, for you to go to school in England.’

				‘I don’t want to go to school in England.’

				‘None the less, it is the moment. It is arranged. And your mother, if she were still here, would agree. I know that for a fact.’

				‘I want to stay here. I don’t want to go to boarding school anywhere. I want to stay here. I want to stay at home.’

				She felt a hot rush of tears coming into her eyes. She didn’t want to cry. Crying was useless, she knew that, especially with him. He didn’t care about tears; they merely made him angry. She pinched the top of her nose between two fingers. The room became splinters, her father splintered, the big armchair, Mummy’s grand piano, the windows looking out over the garden, all splinters.

				‘I want to stay here.’ Foolish repetition. ‘I don’t know anyone in England.’

				‘Your mother and I decided on a school for you a long time ago.’ He coughed. ‘Yes. Indeed we did. I have been over to see it. It’s very beautiful, and it has an excellent academic record. All excellent. I have spoken to parents. And the sports . . . You will make friends, my dear. You are a very friendly person. In no time at all. I am sure of that. The head is a very lovely lady. Altogether . . . your mother . . .’

				‘Do shut up, Dada. We both know perfectly well that Mummy would never have wanted me to go to school in England.’

				‘There is going to be no argument about this. You’re going in September and that’s all there is to it. You must trust me to know what is best for you. Taking all the circumstances into consideration. Now run away and swim with your friends. Are you sure you don’t want Harry to take you in the car?’

				She shook her head and stood up.

				‘Quarter to eight,’ he said. ‘We must have more little chats.’

				No arguing with the king, she had known that. He never wore a crown, but you knew that he was a king, without a doubt.

				Where else, she wondered, would he be waiting for her? The hall, on the stairs, the dining room? In his counting house, as Jude called his very private study?

				‘I don’t think I can bear it.’ She said the words out loud.

				‘Bear what?’ Miriam came back into the room. ‘Tea will be along in a moment.’

				‘What is the difference between a ghost and a memory?’

				‘Is this a riddle? I’m not much good at riddles.’

				‘It’s just a question.’

				‘Well, this house isn’t haunted, if that’s any help. But you should know that. You lived here for eighteen years.’

				‘Will you go on living here?’

				Miriam looked at her, startled. ‘Good heavens no. It’s not my house. It’s your house. I’m just a visitor here really. Your guest.’

				Annie gave a little gulp of laughter. ‘You’re joking.’

				‘Of course I’m not joking. Why would I joke about such a thing?’ The door opened and a girl came in with the tea tray. ‘Thank you. Just leave it on the table.’ They watched in silence until the girl had left the room once more. ‘Will I pour? Why would I joke?’

				‘I just thought . . .’

				‘Your father has left you the house. I imagine you can do what you want with it. Mr O’Brien will—’

				‘Who is Mr O’Brien?’

				‘Your father’s lawyer. He will tell you all tomorrow. After the funeral.’

				‘The funeral is tomorrow?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘In England they keep you hanging around for weeks.’

				Miriam handed Annie a cup of tea, then poured her own and took it across the room to a chair by the fire. She sat. She looked most elegant, Annie thought.

				‘Mr O’Brien will explain all. You see, your father, apart from a few little legacies here and there, left most of his money to me. He knew that I would be able to handle it.’

				‘And I wouldn’t?’

				‘Well . . .’

				‘Well what?’

				‘I just think he thought that you wouldn’t appreciate it. He always said that you didn’t understand the importance of money. So . . . he left you the house. It must be worth quite a lot. He actually said you were quite like your mother . . . feckless was the word he used.’

				‘Thank you.’

				‘I don’t think he meant anything hurtful by it, just not caring. Your mother didn’t care about money, did she?’

				Annie didn’t answer.

				‘Money needs to be cared for, nurtured. I know how to deal with it. Your father was great with money; he was like a gardener, he made it grow. He watered it, fed it. Anyway, in the end he decided to leave you the house. He wondered if he should leave you money . . . you know, tied up so that you couldn’t do anything foolish with it, a certain sum each year, you know, income, but then he thought in the end that the house would be best and you could sell it or whatever. Whatever.’ She took a sip of her tea. ‘Cake?’

				‘No thanks.’

				‘I shall go to Monaco. I have a little flat in Monte.’ She leaned forward and took a piece of cake. She looked at it for a long time as if she were regretting having taken it, then took a large bite. ‘Nyum, so good, do have a piece.’

				Annie shook her head. She really wanted to go, not just to her hotel, but all the way back to Notting Hill.

				‘Do you know Monte? It’s a heavenly place.’

				‘No. I’ve never been there.’

				‘Next door to paradise. And the prince is a sweetie. You should go and visit sometime. It’s full of interesting people. I don’t have a spare room, otherwise . . .’

				‘Don’t worry, I—’

				‘You really should try that cake.’

				‘No thanks. Is there anything you want me to do? If not, I’ll—’

				‘Oh, must you? No. Nothing. Everything is under control. If you’ll be here at half past ten tomorrow morning you can come in the car with me. That would be the best thing to do. Don’t you think? Have you friends you’d like to ask to lunch? You can see Mr O’Brien when lunch is finished. I’m sure all your father’s old friends will be delighted to see you again, after so long.’

				‘So.’ Annie got to her feet. ‘If there isn’t anything I can do, I’ll go. I’ll be here at ten thirty. Thank you so much for the tea.’

				She left the room; she left Mrs number two wife sitting by the fire with a rim of chocolate cream on her top lip.

				She told Johnny about it all when she arrived back in the shop the following Monday, and he laughed. He then stopped laughing and said he was sorry.

				‘Why sorry?’ she asked. ‘It probably was quite funny. Disagreeable but funny.’

				‘We all thought that you’d arrive back here bloody rich and snooty and you say he hasn’t left you any money. That’s quite funny.’

				‘I suppose it is. I’ve got this lovely house, though.’

				‘What good is a lovely house if you don’t have enough money to live in it?’

				‘Quite.’

				Give her all the time she needs to gather herself together without exhausting herself. She can take what she wants, except for Mother’s piano, which I’m sure would be a terrible encumbrance to her. I am asking you as my lawyer to do this for me. I have no great wish to see her ever again, and I’m sure that she would feel the same about me. When she has gone I shall be selling the house and buying something much smaller and more suitable nearer to town. If you would let me know when she will be going I will come over to Dublin and with your help sort out my life . . . hopefully I will remain over there.

				She wrote this in a letter to Mr O’Brien a couple of weeks after she had returned to London and the next day she told John, Johnny and Sean that she would be leaving soon to go back home and open a bookshop.

				‘You poor mad girl,’ one of them said.

				Another laughed. ‘Why not just stay here?’

				‘Anyway, bookshops will be a thing of the past soon.’

				‘We love you, baby. Stay with us.’

				‘It’s the bloody internet. Everyone will be buying books on the internet.’

				‘It’s ghastly, but it’s true. Worse still, they’ll stop buying books altogether. They’ll start reading off the screen.’

				‘Soon books will be museum pieces. People will forget how to turn pages.’

				‘In spite of all that doom and gloom we wish you luck, ducky.’

				Mad little conversations like this kept flipping around her. Her friends gave farewell parties for her; several young men, who obviously thought she was rich, asked her to marry them. Of course she laughed and said no to all of them. It was spring. And London is always good in the spring and Annie began to worry about the plan she had made. Perhaps she shouldn’t move back to Ireland. Perhaps her home was here now. Perhaps it was her fate to be an exile for ever. A cheerful exile, not one of those ones who cries and moans. No, she would be a cheerful exile, happy to be in London, happy to be a Londoner. Happy to have no voices in her head.

				So when Mr O’Brien telephoned to say that Miriam had gone and the coast was clear for her to return, it was on the tip of her tongue to tell him she had changed her mind and would he put the house in the hands of agents – and would he send her the money when it was all done and dusted.

				‘I will never go over there again,’ she said inside her head. ‘I will stay with John, Johnny and Sean for ever. I will buy myself a sweet little house in Notting Hill, with window boxes and a bright red door, and settle myself there for life.’

				‘Remember.’

				Quite clearly she heard Jude’s voice in her ear. Just the one word. ‘Remember.’ She always used to say it. ‘Remember.’

				It was her departing word; she would then leave the room, or the garden, or walk slowly up the stairs, leaving the word trailing behind her, scarf-like, undulating in the breeze.

				‘Remember.’

				She felt her mother’s breath brush her cheek.

				‘I will be over in about a week,’ she said to the solicitor. Her heart lifted as she spoke the words. ‘I’ll see you then.’

				‘Remember.’

				The following Tuesday she had been leaving Mr O’Brien’s rather palatial office in Merrion Square when he called her back. She stood with her hand on the polished brass doorknob and waited to hear what he had to say.

				‘You mentioned the fact that you wanted to open a bookshop. That is correct?’

				‘Yes, quite correct.’

				‘Have you a notion where you want this shop to be?’

				‘No notion at all. Somewhere obviously that people live. Live and shop and have children and read. A centre of population.’

				‘Of course. It might be worth your while having a look in Glasthule village. I live quite close and I noticed the other day that there is a shop there for sale. It’s not very big.’

				‘Size doesn’t matter.’

				‘Well, you should have a look.’ He paused for a moment. ‘You know, my dear, I am on your side. I told your father . . . well, I told your father . . . but she . . . there you go. We will get the best possible price for the house and set you up with your bookshop. I am your father’s executor and I will see you right, young woman. I will buy books from your shop, indeed I will. I have long wanted my own personal bookshop. Adjacent. Certainly. I will drive you crazy with my adjacency. All hours of the day and night I will be there asking for abstruse books in abstruse languages. My dream come true.’

				Annie laughed. ‘I’m sure I’ll learn how to deal with bothersome customers quite quickly.’

				‘Well, go and have a look at it anyway. Goodbye, my dear. A tout à l’heure.’

				Nice man to have on your side, she thought as she walked back to her car.

				The road from Dun Laoghaire to Dalkey meanders, past the People’s Park on the left and the railway and the horrible place for parking cars. Glimpses of the sea flicker on the left as it wanders past the huge church and the houses holding consulting rooms for doctors and dentists, past a garage and a florist’s shop, and round the corner into Glasthule village, which is not really a village any longer. Not so many years ago it was one with all the right shops: baker, greengrocer, butcher, fishmonger, a newspaper shop and a chemist, a cobbler, three pubs and a cinema; almost everything you might have wanted could be found there at that long bend in the road. Now it has changed, not physically – the road still bends, the shops cluster on each side of the curve and apart from the cinema, which is now a small and ugly block of flats, everything looks the same: reddish brick, somewhat Victorian, nothing to write home about – but when you look more closely at them you will find that the fishmonger is now an expensive restaurant, which only does lunch, and there are three other restaurants, two expensive shoe shops, three dress shops, a wine bar, a coffee shop, two off-licences, an antique dealer and a very green vegetable shop. Two of the pubs have gone and the chemist and the cobbler still remain.

				No one here knows that I exist yet. How could they be expected to? I have never lived here, only bicycled through on my way to swim in Sandycove, with my two friends. Children we were, before my uprooting.

				She stood on the edge of the pavement and thought and stared across the road at the shop between the wine bar and the antique shop. A large notice jutted out from between the first-floor windows.

				For Sale.

				She wondered if you could catch a glimpse of the sea from the back windows. That would be good, even just a glimpse. A shining glimpse.

				The lights at the crossroads changed to red and she ran across the road, slipping past the stationary cars and trucks.

				The shop window was stylishly decorated with expensive children’s clothes: Liberty print silk dresses with smocking and tiny puffed sleeves, tweed jackets for boys, with slim cut trousers. Oh my God, she thought, no wonder they’re selling up. No self-respecting child would be seen dead in those clothes nowadays. Long white knee socks and patent leather shoes. They wear boots and skirts that barely cover their bums, baggy jumpers and ripped jeans. For heaven’s sake!

				She took a pen and a notebook from her bag and wrote down the name of the estate agent, the telephone number and address. Two girls inside the shop stared at her; she smiled at them and they turned away quickly. She put the notebook back in her bag. If she could see the sea from one of the top windows she would definitely buy it. I will be able to lie in bed and look at the waves, she thought. I will be able to see the lighthouses flashing before I go to sleep. I will be able to see that hideous car ferry rushing across the bay, ripping open the water as it goes. I will be able to see the lifeboat and at weekends the yachts racing, propelled by the wind, dancing across the wrinkled sea.

				She walked towards the car. Sing a song of sixpence. The song was still in her head. A pocket full of rye. Four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie.

				Only they weren’t, were they? No, no no. Because . . . when the pie was opened the birds began to sing, so baked they were not.

				A relic of childhood? Wasn’t that a dainty dish to set before the king?

				Here I am in Glasthule, she thought. I have no past here, no voices, no sad or angry memories, just the whirr of bicycle wheels and a dim recollection of the shop where we used to buy four penny sliders and then the long drag, uphill all the way home. Stiff legs and her face burning with the sun. The sun always shone when you were a child.

				As if to reprimand her for such a thought, a drop of rain burst on the side of her face. Within moments the drops became a furious outpouring, bouncing up from the pavements and the roofs of the cars; women were struggling with the hoods of buggies and people were jostling each other for shelter in shop doorways. She searched through her pockets for the key of the car.
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