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Our lives are written by other people. Some are with us from the start: parents, siblings, first friends, each adding a chapter to our stories as the years go by. Others find us later – teachers, work colleagues, romantic partners, new friends – and these more mature relationships bring further twists to our plots, at times leading us down paths we might not otherwise have chosen, turning new pages and ushering us along.

Of course, many more whose orbits briefly intersect ours leave little or no legacy. The gruff sweet-shop owner who relieves us of our pocket money each Friday, the smiling dentist who subsequently drills and fills our childhood teeth, the librarian who silently stamps our fortnightly teenage borrowings, the boy with the woolly hat pulled over his ginger hair who pushes the newspaper through our first very own letterbox every morning for a year – these minor characters leave us largely unaltered, and are quickly forgotten.

And then occasionally there are others, not looked-for, not anticipated. They are the ones presented to us almost as an afterthought, whose paths cross ours in unexpected ways, and who are destined, whether we like it or not, to change us profoundly.

This is the story of such a relationship. It is the story of the unlikeliest of friendships and its effect on the two women involved, from its traumatic beginning to its most unforeseen end.

This is the story of Helen and Sarah.


1975




Sarah

If it hadn’t been for the scarf she’d have kept going. She’d noticed the maroon Beetle, of course, as soon as she’d turned onto the bridge – impossible to miss it, so carelessly positioned, front wheels skewed, bonnet poking right out, as if it had been flung there in a temper rather than deliberately parked – but with her mind still picking its way through the interview, the image of the car did little more than skitter across the edges of her vision, gone the minute she’d pedalled past it.

What had they thought of her, the three people who’d just spent forty-five minutes picking their way through her background? She had no idea. There’d been no frowns, no indication of dissatisfaction at anything she’d said, but she’d seen no sign that they’d approved of her either, as they’d scribbled God knows what into their identical navy hard-backed notebooks.

At least she was female, and everyone knew that women made better cooks. But maybe they’d been hoping for someone a bit older than twenty-four, someone with a bit more experience: all she’d done since her Leaving Cert was work, with varying degrees of responsibility, in the kitchen of her uncle’s small country hotel.

Not that she hadn’t been grateful to Uncle John for taking her in – with her mediocre Leaving Cert there hadn’t been a lot of choice. Jobs were scarce, and a lot of businesses preferred to employ a man, who wouldn’t leave the minute he got married, or became a parent. Small wonder so many of her friends had emigrated the minute they’d left school, or found husbands as soon as they could.

But emigration hadn’t appealed to Sarah, and no man had offered to marry her, so she’d made the most of her time in the hotel. She’d watched others and learnt from them, and she’d devoured cookery books in her spare time. She understood food, she respected it – and she felt she was ready for bigger things. She liked the idea of being head cook, even if it was only in a smallish County Kildare nursing home, forty-odd miles from Dublin. It was a perfectly respectable job, and she’d be doing pretty well to get it.

Christine didn’t agree.

‘Why you want to work in St Sebastian’s is beyond me,’ she’d said, drawing her kohl pen in a slow black arc beneath her left eye.

‘What’s wrong with it?’ They’d grown up three miles from the nursing home; it was down the road from their old primary school.

‘Nothing as such – well, I presume it’s decent enough, as nursing homes go – but, honestly, who are you going to meet there under seventy-five? What hope have you got of finding anyone if you’re stuck in some kitchen surrounded by old-age pensioners?’

‘I’m not looking for a job just to find a husband,’ Sarah had protested. ‘I can meet men socially.’

But her sister’s words had struck a nerve. Impossible, unbearable scenario, never to walk down the aisle on someone’s arm, never to become a wife and a mother – and it was a fact that a lot of women met their future husbands in the workplace. What hope did Sarah have of finding anyone in a nursing home?

It had been so easy for Christine, paired up with Brian since their early teens, engaged to him now at twenty-three, getting married the year after next. All set to give up her part-time job in the library whenever the first baby was on the way. Ready to be supported by her husband as she cooked his dinners and ironed his shirts for the rest of her life.

And look at Sarah, a year older and currently unattached, and still living at home. Still sleeping in the single bed she’d had since childhood, her Beatles and Dickie Rock and Joe Dolan posters covering the flowery wallpaper her mother had chosen. And two of Sarah’s friends were already mothers themselves: Goretti Tobin had two little boys and Avril Delaney had had a baby girl just after Christmas. Where was the man Sarah was destined – must be destined – to marry?

But she had to work, and she loved working with food, which was why she’d answered the St Sebastian’s ad. If she got the job she’d take it, whatever about Christine’s reservations, and hope for the best.

She wondered if the green trouser suit had made any difference in the end, or if she should have gone with her pink dress, like she’d wanted to. Her mother, not surprisingly, had favoured the suit.

‘The colour is better on you,’ she’d said, drawing her darning needle through the heel of one of her husband’s many dark grey socks. ‘And you look much more professional in it.’

‘I’m interviewing for a cook’s job,’ Sarah had pointed out. ‘I won’t need to look professional when I’m chopping onions or peeling spuds.’

But she knew, of course, that the real objection to the dress was that it was too short. Sarah didn’t think it was that short, not compared to some of the ones she saw on Top of the Pops every week. Minis were in, everyone was wearing them – and her legs weren’t bad, if she said so herself.

Mind you, that woman on the interview panel, the one from the nursing home’s board of management – Bernice? Beatrice? – with her blue rinse and lavender cardigan buttoned all the way up, would probably have found fault with anything above the knee, and of course it was a lot easier to cycle in trousers.

She’d be glad when she got home though, already caught in a small shower and by the look of it, a lot more on—

And there was the scarf, spread like a puddle on the wooden surface of the bridge, nearly under Sarah’s wheels before she spotted it. She swerved and pulled on the brakes, and doubled back for a closer look.

It weighed nothing, a wisp of a thing – 100% wild silk, the label said – in gorgeous swirly blues and turquoises and lilacs. She held it by the ends and opened it out, and found a rectangle about the size of a bath towel. She brought it to her nose and smelt sweetish perfume, and cigarettes.

Where had it come from? It couldn’t have been here long – no tyre marks on it that she could see, no sign that anything had disturbed it since its arrival. Perfectly dry, although the bridge itself was damp from the short shower Sarah had cycled through not ten minutes before – and surely such a feathery thing would have been blown away on the tiniest breeze, whisked up and carried off?

She imagined it billowing upwards, skirting the treetops, wrapping itself eventually around a church steeple, to the bemusement of the parishioners below. Or maybe swooping gently into the river and floating away to sea, like the Owl and Pussycat, catching the attention maybe of a passing fisherman, who might scoop it up and take it home to his wife.

She glanced behind her and saw again the carelessly parked car – and only then did she notice a figure standing on its far side, between the car and the waist-high metal railing that spanned the bridge on either side, thirty yards or so from where Sarah stood.

She squinted to get a better view of the person she was looking at. As far as she could see, whoever it was wore a dark coat, brown or black. Big hair, also dark, above it – or maybe a hat, one of those furry ones that Russian secret agents wore in James Bond films.

She got off her bike and wheeled it over to lean it against the railing. As she covered the short distance back towards the car, rubbing her hands to get some warmth into them, the narrow heels of the only presentable shoes she owned made a loud clacking sound on the wooden surface that reminded her, for some reason, of a teacher she’d had in second or third class – Sister Mary Assumpta, or was it Attracta?

Brought a ruler down hard three times on Sarah’s palm once when she hadn’t known the Irish for something. Gave her such a fright she’d wet her pants. Sister Mary Whatever-her-name-was, everyone terrified of her, slap you soon as look at you. Dead now, died not long after Sarah had moved on to secondary school, keeled over with a brain haemorrhage, or a massive stroke or something. Poor creature, you couldn’t hold a grudge when you heard something like that.

As she drew nearer to the other figure, she saw that it wasn’t a hat: it was hair with the glossy red-brown richness of a just-hatched conker. It was masses of glorious Shirley Temple curls that Sarah would have traded her boring straw-coloured bob for in an instant. They tumbled down the back of the woman’s black sheepskin coat, shielding her face completely as Sarah approached.

She must have heard the ridiculous clippity-clop of Sarah’s shoes, but she didn’t look around. Her palms were braced against the metal railing – no gloves, she must be cold – the too-long sleeves of her coat, miles too big for her, almost covering her hands, the furry cuff of the left one dangerously close to the tip of the half-smoked cigarette that was clamped between her first and second fingers. The smoke from it drifted straight upwards, no breeze to push it sideways.

Sarah stopped about six feet away. No movement from the other woman, apart from a tiny, rapidly vanishing puff of steam around her face each time her warm breath met the January air. Would she appreciate an interruption? But if it was her scarf, and surely it was, she’d be glad to have it returned to her, wouldn’t she?

‘Excuse me.’

No response. No reaction, no sign at all that she’d heard.

‘Excuse me.’ A little louder.

Still nothing. Didn’t she want her scarf back? Sarah held it out. ‘I found this lying on the bridge up ahead, and I wondered if it was yours.’

The woman continued to ignore her. This was getting ridiculous. Maybe she was deaf.

Sarah stepped closer. ‘Excuse me, I just wanted to—’

‘Go away.’

Softly said, the words practically inaudible, the head still turned away. Ash dropped off the end of her cigarette and tumbled towards the water.

‘Pardon? I didn’t quite catch—’

‘Leave me alone.’

Sarah was thrown. Maybe she’d missed the mention of the scarf. ‘Oh, well … but I found this—’

‘Just go away, would you?’ Louder, sharper, the voice quite deep for a woman. ‘Leave me alone.’

‘But your scarf—’

‘Keep it.’

Keep it? She was giving her beautiful, and probably very expensive, scarf to a stranger, just like that? Why on earth would anyone just hand over—

The thought stopped short in Sarah’s head, snagged on a new and disturbing one. Clearly, the woman was in a distressed state. She was standing on a bridge, and she wasn’t interested in having her scarf returned to her. Why wouldn’t she want it back, unless she was planning never to wear it again?

A green car drove onto the bridge from the opposite direction. The driver, an elderly man, glanced at the two of them as he passed. Too late, as he reached the far end of the bridge, for Sarah to be wondering if she should have flagged him down.

No, of course she shouldn’t have: that would have been overreacting. The woman was upset about something, that was all. She needed a shoulder to cry on, some words of comfort.

‘Look,’ Sarah said, ‘is everything OK? I mean, you seem a little … I don’t know. I mean, are you all right? Can I help at all?’

A long, slow sigh came from the other woman. She flicked what was left of the cigarette into the river and turned finally to look at Sarah. A few years older, somewhere into her thirties. Not beautiful as much as striking. Eyes so very dark brown they might have been black, deeply shadowed beneath, nose large and slightly hooked, bottom lip full and wide. Skin the soft colour of coffee with cream in it, cheekbones high and sharply defined.

But there was a curious blankness in the expression, an emptiness in the dark eyes that caused a fresh flick of uneasiness in Sarah.

‘Would you just go away?’ the woman said, emphasising each word. ‘Would you leave me alone and go away, and just keep the fucking scarf, or dump it, I really don’t care.’

The swear word, uttered so quietly and with so little feeling, was shocking in its unexpectedness. Sarah’s anxiety increased as the woman turned back to face the river. The two of them stood there as the seconds ticked on, Sarah’s mind tumbling about, searching for the right course of action. She couldn’t possibly leave her – but what on earth was she to do?

A little brown bird swooped towards the water before lifting off again. The sun, well hidden all day behind the clouds, slid past a particularly dense one, washing the afternoon in a slightly darker shade of grey and causing Sarah to pull the front edges of her jacket more tightly closed. Not long till twilight, and a further drop in temperature. She thought longingly of a hot bath, of her mother’s rich, beefy stew.

A sudden burst of birdsong came from a copse a few feet from the bank. It sounded unnervingly out of place in the still, cold January afternoon.

Sarah’s stomach rumbled, almost three hours since she’d chopped a hardboiled egg into slices and added it to a handful of raw mushrooms. Much less than she normally ate for lunch, but all she’d been able to face with the interview looming.

She had to say something: they couldn’t go on standing here in silence all afternoon. She might be blowing this whole thing out of all proportion, it might still be a case of some sad person simply wanting to be alone for a while. But what if it wasn’t?

She had to speak, even if she made an utter fool of herself. Better say it and be wrong than be left wondering. As she opened her mouth, the woman looked around again, and this time the dark eyes were narrowed, the lips pressed together, a frown lodged between her eyebrows.

‘Sorry,’ Sarah said quickly, ‘I know you want me to go, but I can’t. Not until I know you’re not going to …’ she faltered, searching for the right words ‘… I’m just afraid you might be thinking of …’

She came to a stop again, the words refusing to come out – but surely it must be obvious what she meant. She waited for the woman to protest, to tell Sarah she was being stupid, to laugh at her, even – but there was no protestation, no sign that what was lying unspoken between them surprised her in the least. No indication at all that Sarah had come to the wrong conclusion.

God, she wasn’t wrong, she knew that now. Her palms prickled with nervousness. Why did she have to be the one to come on this situation? Why hadn’t she cycled on and ignored the damn scarf? No, she didn’t mean that; she wanted to help, but she hadn’t a clue what to do, not a clue.

‘It’s none of your business,’ the woman snapped. ‘You know nothing about me, you’ve no right to butt in. Just leave me alone, for Christ’s sake.’

‘I can’t,’ Sarah insisted, ‘not when I know what you want to do. I can’t leave you – how can I? How could anyone walk away from this? I’d never be able to live with myself if – I mean, I just can’t leave you on your own to—’

Again she stuttered to a standstill, praying for another car to appear. Anyone would do – she’d run out and flag them down, make them stop and help – but no car came. She was alone with a suicidal woman: it was down to her.

‘Please don’t,’ she went on, putting a hand on the sleeve of the too-big coat, feeling the heat of incipient tears behind her eyes. ‘You can’t do this – things can’t be that bad. There must be—’

‘How the fuck would you know how bad they are?’ the woman demanded angrily, snatching her arm away. ‘Who the fuck do you think you are, to tell me what I can and can’t do? Go away, leave me alone – this has nothing to do with you.’

‘I can’t go away,’ Sarah repeated, eyes burning, voice trembling. ‘Look,’ she said urgently, blinking hard to keep the tears at bay, ‘I have to try to help you, whether you want it or not. I can’t just walk away from you – even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. You must understand that.’ Tears spilled out then and rolled down her face, and without thinking she pressed the scarf to her eyes, smelling again the perfume, the tobacco.

‘Jesus!’ The woman slammed both her hands hard onto the top of the railing, making Sarah’s heart jump, making her jerk the scarf away from her face. ‘What the hell are you crying for? You know nothing about me. If you had any fucking idea what I’m going through—’

‘Tell me,’ Sarah cried, rummaging in her jacket pockets for a tissue, remembering that they were in her bag, which was sitting in the bike’s basket. ‘Tell me what’s wrong – maybe it’ll help.’

Wasn’t that what everyone said, that you had to talk about your problems? Never mind that Sarah wouldn’t have an idea what to say in response: maybe the act of talking would be enough.

But the woman shook her head violently. ‘Jesus Christ!’ she cried. ‘You really think you can make all this go away? You think I’ll tell you what’s wrong and you’ll, what, wave your little magic wand and make it all better?’ Her eyes were flashing, and bright with tears too now. ‘Would you ever just go and leave me to it? Just walk on, pretend you never saw me. Would you just do that? If you want to make anything better, that’s what you can do.’ She pressed her mouth shut and swung her head away to look out at the river again.

‘I can’t,’ Sarah wept, ‘I can’t do that. I’m sorry, I can’t walk away. Please don’t ask me to.’ She searched for the right words, anything that might help. ‘There must be someone,’ she said urgently, dabbing again at her wet face with the scarf, ‘you must have some family – think what this would do to them, think how much it would hurt them.’

She had to keep talking, had to keep trying to stop this. ‘You don’t want to cause more hurt, do you? Because that’s all this will do. You’ll escape whatever you’re running away from, but you’ll be leaving more heartache behind you, and where’s the good in that?’

She was dimly aware, as she talked, that maybe her words were all wrong. Maybe there was no family – maybe they’d all been wiped out in a terrible car crash, or a house fire. Maybe that was why the woman was here now, planning to end it all. Sarah watched her hands, still planted on the railing. She waited in dread for any sudden movement.

But the woman remained motionless. Sarah glanced up to her face, but the little she could see of it gave nothing away. Was she listening, or had she shifted her awareness somewhere else? No matter: the longer she didn’t haul herself upwards onto the railings, the better.

‘I just think,’ Sarah went on, afraid to let the silence grow, ‘that maybe if you got some help or, I don’t know, if you had someone to talk to – oh, not me, I don’t mean me. Like you said, we don’t know each other at all, and of course you’re right, I have no idea what’s brought you to this state, but I really truly feel that this isn’t the answer. Maybe if you spoke to a doctor or …’ not a psychiatrist, she’d better not say that, it mightn’t go down well ‘… or a counsellor, someone professional, they might be able to help you.’

She stopped, drained, finally out of inspiration. A small breeze was cold on her damp cheeks. Her eyes still stung: more tears weren’t far away, wouldn’t need much encouragement to fall. She’d always been quick to cry, regularly bawled her eyes out at the cinema.

There was silence for a few seconds. Another car drove onto the bridge then, but Sarah didn’t turn towards it, made no move to intercept it. She remained standing where she was, her eyes still fixed on the woman’s face, every sense alert to the possibility of any sudden movement – though what she could do in that eventuality was beyond her. Grab on, and maybe get pulled over the railing herself? She imagined the two of them spinning through the air like a pair of circus acrobats, whirling and flailing as they plunged towards the water. The thought was horrifying: she shook her head to dislodge it.

Finally, the other woman moved. She lifted an arm and brought the sleeve of her sheepskin coat once across her eyes, and Sarah realised she was wiping away silent tears of her own. Then, without looking in Sarah’s direction she turned away abruptly, drawing keys from her coat pocket. Sarah watched as she walked around the Beetle and opened the driver’s door.

‘Are you OK to drive?’ she asked. ‘I can stay a bit longer if you want.’

The woman ignored her. She got into the car and switched on the ignition as she banged the door closed. Sarah stood and watched as the Beetle pulled away too fast, causing the tyres to screech loudly for an instant. She waited until it turned off the bridge and disappeared.

They hadn’t exchanged names. They would probably never lay eyes on one other again. For all Sarah knew, the woman was going to drive to the next bridge and throw herself off it, uninterrupted by a babbling, tearful cyclist. Sarah might read about it in tomorrow’s paper: Volkswagen Beetle found abandoned by river, fears for driver’s safety.

Had she made a difference? Had anything she’d said struck a chord? She’d never know – but if she read nothing over the next few days, if there was no report of a missing woman on the radio, she’d tell herself that maybe she’d been of some help. She’d let herself believe that she’d saved a life, and hope she was right.

She leant against the railing, trailing the scarf over it and pressing her hands against its cold metal, just as the woman had done. She drew in the dank scent that came up from the river beneath her. Imagine wanting to throw yourself into that freezing water, imagine how desperate you’d have to be, how low you must have fallen to want that.

She pressed her icy palms against her cheeks and eyed the scarf, lying limply there. Should she tie it onto the railings in case the woman came back for it? But that seemed unlikely: the scarf was probably the last thing on her mind right now. Sarah might as well keep it, although she couldn’t imagine ever wanting to wear it, pretty as it was. Maybe she’d wash it and add it to her next charity shop round-up.

She retraced her steps to where she’d left the bike, her legs unexpectedly shaky. She pushed the scarf into her handbag, beside the envelope of references she’d brought along to the interview. So unimportant it seemed now, whether or not she was offered the cook’s job. She remembered her nervousness as she’d cycled to the nursing home just a couple of hours earlier, not knowing that the real challenge would come on the way home.

As she cycled off, none too steadily, the rain returned in earnest, stabbing into her back, her shoulders, her head. She hardly noticed it.


Helen

All the way back to Dublin she shivered violently, despite the heavy coat and the relative warmth of the car. Driving through the outskirts of the city, wipers slicing away the rain, she noticed that she was almost out of petrol. Dusk was falling, headlights were being switched on in other cars, streetlights were winking into life. Lights appearing all around her, the whole world lighting up, and nothing but darkness inside her, nothing but a black gaping hole where her heart, or her soul, or her entire being, used to be.

She tried not to think, she tried to keep her head empty. She pulled into a petrol station and rubbed her numb hands together for several minutes before getting out. She pumped fuel into the tank she’d deliberately ignored all week, certain that whoever filled it again wouldn’t be her.

A line from a song floated unbidden into in her head, something about learning the truth at seventeen, as she stood by the car, watching the money gauge as it climbed to five pounds. Janis Ian’s dreary, angst-ridden song had come on the radio as she’d fed Alice her breakfast that morning, and now it returned, spinning on its imaginary turntable in her head, spewing out its woebegone lyrics.

It wasn’t about learning the truth, it was about recognising the lies. Helen had known it all at seventeen: she’d been wild and hungry and impatient to turn the next page of her life and meet head-on whatever and whoever was waiting there. It had taken her almost another seventeen years to understand that happiness never lasted, that good didn’t triumph, that love only laid you bare for the pain that was waiting.

You must have family, the woman on the bridge had said, butting in where she wasn’t wanted. Forcing Helen to remember Alice, who smelt of wet grass and pepper, who couldn’t sleep without her thumb tucked into her cheek, who screamed if the landing light was turned off, whose chubby little wrists poked from the horrible pastel-coloured cardigans that Helen’s mother insisted on knitting.

Alice, the reason Helen hadn’t been with Cormac at the end, hadn’t held his hand as he’d slipped away. Alice, whom Helen wanted to hate for that but couldn’t, because Alice was part of Cormac. She was all he’d left behind.

But the timing, the cruel timing of the rash that had prompted Alice’s babysitter Anna to phone Helen, the rash that had forced Helen to leave her dying husband’s bedside and attend to Alice, who, it turned out, didn’t have meningitis after all, just an outbreak of psoriasis – and by the time Helen had got back to Cormac, it had been too late.

She felt the rumble of the petrol through the nozzle she held, heard its gush into the tank, smelt its acrid tang. She would have done it. She would have climbed onto the railing. She would have jumped out of this putrid life without a backward glance, without a second’s hesitation, once she’d keyed herself up enough. She would have done it, if it hadn’t been for the interfering woman on the bridge, the crying stranger, with hair the colour of crispbread, in a hideous green trouser suit.

She pulled the nozzle from the tank and hooked it into its cradle. She screwed the petrol cap back on – and then she slammed both of her palms hard on the roof of the car, causing a man at the next pump to look across, startled. She ignored him, feeling the sting of the blow, doing nothing to lessen the sharp heat of it.

Enough lies: of course she wouldn’t have done it, because she was a fucking coward. The other woman had had nothing to do with it: all she’d given Helen was an excuse to walk away.

She leant against the car and wrapped the sheepskin coat more tightly around her. She closed her eyes and saw herself standing by the railing, looking down at the rushing water. She remembered taking a deep breath and preparing herself to do it – and her body had refused to move, refused to obey her mind’s command.

She’d lit a cigarette and drawn furiously on it, still determined to carry out what she’d come to do. She’d cursed her stubborn, traitorous limbs, willing them to move, but the more she’d thought about it, and pictured herself doing it, the more terrifying the prospect had become.

And out of nowhere she’d heard the soft whirr of bicycle wheels going past. She hadn’t looked around, had kept stock still and waited for whoever it was to disappear again, but then she’d heard the wheeze of brakes being pulled, and a few seconds later the clack of approaching footsteps. Female footsteps.

The best of it was, the killer was, the woman probably thought she’d saved Helen’s life. She’d probably congratulated herself all the way home because she’d rescued someone who was about to jump off a bridge. She’d never know the truth, never know that Helen had already been saved – or damned – by lack of courage.

And her beautiful scarf was gone. Serve her right, too proud to take it back from the woman she’d told to keep it. The ridiculously expensive scarf Cormac had bought her for their first anniversary was gone to a stranger. One more layer to press onto the slab of her grief.

In the small shop beside the petrol station she bought two atrociously priced bananas and a bag of jelly babies. She ate the bananas driving through the wet streets to her parents’ house. She slicked on more lipstick as she sat in the parked car outside their wrought-iron gates, listening to the engine ticking itself to sleep.

She wouldn’t try it again, she knew that. She’d gone to the edge and pulled herself back, and now there was no edge any more. She couldn’t do it: the will required for such an act wasn’t in her. The knowledge brought no relief, made her no happier; on the contrary, she now had the added torment of the realisation that there was no escape.

She wondered suddenly if Alice could possibly have been the reason for her failure today. Maybe, despite her conflicted feelings about her daughter, there was some unacknowledged umbilical connection to Alice that had prevented Helen from climbing onto the railing and letting go. It sure as hell hadn’t been the thought of never seeing her parents again.

She pulled the key from the ignition – forget it, it was over now – and got out, wrapping Cormac’s coat tighter around her as she hurried through the petering-off rain up the driveway.

‘What kept you?’ her mother said, opening the door. ‘You said you’d be back by five. We had to put Alice to bed.’

‘I ran out of petrol,’ Helen replied, walking around her into the hall, continuing past the giant walnut hallstand, past the marble-topped side table, home to an elegant white telephone and the key to her father’s Rolls-Royce, which sat as always on top of his leather driving gloves.

‘Really,’ her mother said, a hand to the string of small, perfect pearls around her neck, ‘I have to say that coat looks ridiculous on you.’

Helen began to climb the stairs. ‘Is she in my room?’

‘Helen, she’s asleep, you can’t wake her. You can’t take her out in the cold – it’s not fair to the child.’

It wasn’t fair to the child that she had to grow up without a father. It wasn’t fair that the child’s mother wondered, every now and again, what it would be like to smother her with a pillow. ‘She’ll be fine, she’ll go back to sleep in the car. And I have jelly babies if she doesn’t.’

Her mother’s exasperated sigh, which she knew intimately, followed her all the way up the stairs, but there was no further argument. The only good thing, if you could call it that, about your husband dying, about being widowed at thirty-two, was that people were forced to make allowances for you – for a while anyway.

She pushed open the door of her old bedroom and walked across the thick wool carpet towards the little hump of her sleeping daughter. Alice lay on her back, her face turned slightly in the direction of the window at which Helen had often stood as a teenager, blowing out the smoke of her illicit cigarettes.

She reached for the small black-patent buckled shoes set neatly by the bed before scooping Alice and the blanket that covered her into her arms. Alice made a sleepy, protesting sound which Helen ignored as she hefted her onto her shoulder and left the room.

Her father stood at the bottom of the stairs, arms outstretched. ‘I’ll take her.’ There was no sign of her mother – sulking, no doubt, in the sitting room.

Helen surrendered her load, grateful that he wasn’t putting up a fresh argument, and led the way to the car. Alice was manoeuvred onto the back seat and the blanket wrapped around her. Helen’s father closed the passenger door softly and walked around to the driver’s side.

‘Have you thought at all about what you want to do?’ he asked, his hand on the door to prevent it closing, and Helen guessed that he’d been instructed to bring it up. Three fucking weeks, that was all they’d given her to mourn.

She looked at him. ‘Do?’

He had the grace to look discomfited. ‘About a job, I mean. How you’re going to support Alice.’

‘Not yet,’ she said steadily. ‘I’ve been a bit preoccupied.’

He put his free hand up, warding her off. She imagined him sitting on the bench in his wig and gown, cutting short barristers and criminals alike with just such a gesture. ‘I’m not saying you have to decide right away,’ he said. ‘It’s just … your mother and I want to help any way we can, you know that.’

‘Yes.’

‘We’d look after Alice, we’d be happy to, if you wanted to look for work. We’d love to see more of her.’

‘I know.’

‘Or if it was a question of money, if you wanted to study for—’

‘No. Look, I have to get Alice to bed.’ She turned the key, forcing him to release the door. ‘I’ll give you a ring,’ she said, pulling it closed and driving off without looking at him again. She got to the end of the road and turned left, shoving her hair angrily away from her face. Three fucking weeks.

From the back seat came a whimper. Helen said, ‘Ssh,’ and kept on driving. The trouble was, she did need money, or she soon would. Cormac had been useless with it, living from one engagement to the next, he and the lads doing the same dancehall circuit as The Clipper Carltons and The Dixies and all the other showbands, with no thought for the future – and Helen hadn’t been much better. One week they’d be drinking whiskey and eating fillet steak, the next they’d be pulling the sofa apart to find enough change for a pint of milk. There had been no life insurance, no talk of savings.

Alice’s arrival had prompted them to become somewhat more responsible, and for a while they’d budgeted for more balanced spending periods. Fillet steak was replaced with pork chops and chicken, and there was generally enough milk in the fridge. Cormac even opened a savings account in Alice’s name, and arranged for small monthly payments to be made into it. They still had their moments, of course, when a larger than usual cheque arrived, or when the band was booked to play the Hibernian Ballroom every Thursday night over the summer – although they realised fairly quickly that hangovers and small babies were pretty much incompatible.

And then the unthinkable had happened, and Cormac had been diagnosed and money, or lack of it, had become the least of their worries. During the months of his illness Helen had lived from day to day, eking out the fivers that arrived in mass bouquet cards from relatives on hearing the news, drawing funds when she had to from their miserable joint account, trying to avoid the savings, still tragically small, that had been intended to put Alice through university.

She’d also sold, one bleak afternoon, the pitifully few pieces of decent jewellery she possessed to the only pawnbroker who’d consider taking them. Her wedding and engagement rings, an amethyst necklace she’d inherited from her grandmother, the gold stud earrings Cormac’s mother had given her the night before her wedding, a silver locket on a heavy chain from a man who’d wanted to marry her once.

And much as she hated to admit it, they’d hardly have survived without the purplish-blue fifty-pound notes her father slipped her now and again, not thinking, or not caring, that precious few shops were willing to let her break fifty pounds – ridiculous denomination, the price of a half-decent sofa – in return for a thirty-pence loaf of bread. She’d accepted the money with muttered thanks each time and made it last as long as she could.

And then, a week before Cormac’s death at the beginning of January, Rick, the band’s saxophonist, had slipped her an envelope during what turned out to be his last visit to Cormac in hospital. ‘It’s from all of us, just to help out,’ he’d murmured. Its contents, ten tatty twenty-pound notes, had caused Helen to burst into tears when she’d opened it, to poor Rick’s discomfiture.

She drove through Stoneybatter and pulled up in front of the little terraced house Cormac had inherited from his paternal grandmother. ‘We got on brilliantly,’ he’d told Helen. ‘She always said she’d leave me the house. I thought she was joking, but she wasn’t.’

The neighbourhood was what Helen’s mother would call decidedly working class. The houses on Helen’s road were old, the dividing walls thin, the rooms – mostly two up, two down – cramped and low-ceilinged, the stairs horribly steep, the gardens tiny. The storage heaters that Cormac had installed were expensive to run and of limited efficiency. But the house was paid for and it belonged to Helen now, and it was the only place that had ever felt like home to her.

She carried a whining, half-awake Alice inside and hauled her upstairs. ‘Shush,’ she told her, kicking open the door to the second bedroom.

‘But I’m cold.’

‘You’re fine – you’ll warm up in bed.’

Downstairs again, she opened the press above the fridge and took out the remains of the brandy that someone, she couldn’t remember who, had brought. She’d lost count of the visitors who’d come to the house over the last few weeks, who’d arrived in their Sunday clothes and perched on the edges of armchairs, speaking in hushed voices as if noise would kill Cormac sooner than the cancer.

She eased the cork off the bottle and walked into the chilly sitting room, home to the Sacred Heart picture and his little red light that had hung on the wall since Cormac’s grandmother’s time, the only memento that he’d insisted on keeping. Helen looked at the face that gazed back at her serenely. ‘Still here,’ she told it, ‘just like yourself.’

She crossed to the tiled mantelpiece and lifted down the envelope that sat there. To my parents, she’d written – had it only been last night? It seemed like a thousand years ago. She slit it open and unfolded the single sheet and read the brief message.

I hope you can forgive what I am planning to do. I can’t go on. Please look after Alice.



No salutation, no signature. She’d never been able to communicate on any meaningful level with them, never felt any real connection with them. On the face of it, her upbringing would have been the envy of a lot of others. Her parents had money, tons of it – they were rolling in it, thanks to the ludicrously high salary paid to her father– and as their only child, Helen had enjoyed the best of everything growing up.

But they had no conception at all that what their daughter had needed, more than any expensive outfit or gourmet meal, was a modicum of affection. Helen didn’t remember a single goodnight kiss from either of them, or any declaration of love. There’d been no embraces on meeting or leaving them, no sign that they were ever genuinely moved by her. All her life she’d felt unwanted by them, as if she’d been an accident – or maybe a hasty decision, regretted the minute they’d conceived her.

She tore the sheet and envelope into pieces and tossed them into the fireplace on top of last evening’s ashes. She raised the bottle to her lips and gulped down the remaining brandy, gasping as the burn hit her throat.

She looked at her face in the spotted mirror above the mantelpiece, saw the havoc wrought there. Cheekbones like blades: Alice had been the only one eating regularly for as long as Helen could remember. Shadows under her eyes so deep they might have been painted on, a testament to her broken nights. An eerie emptiness in the eyes, nothing left to shine out.

She pulled her hair back with both hands and gathered it into a bunch at the nape of her neck and stood silently in this position for several seconds. Eventually she dropped her hands and returned to the kitchen, where she took the scissors from the cutlery drawer.

She undressed slowly and completely, putting her clothes in a pile on the table. She spread overlapping sheets from the previous day’s newspaper in a rough square on the worn lino and stood in the centre, feeling the cold worming its way up through the bare soles of her feet. She worked methodically, without a mirror, beginning above her left ear and feeling her way slowly around. The scissors made a sawing sound that reminded her of a purring cat. The hair dropped silently, sliding past her naked shoulders and falling onto the newspaper.

When she had finished, she went back into the sitting room and looked again at her reflection. The right side was shorter than the left, the ends blunt and higgledy-piggledy, the top too full without its counterbalancing length. With her gaunt, blank face she looked like a doll whose owner in a fit of spite had hacked off her toy’s beautiful curls.

But Cormac had adored her hair, and without him it had become one more painful reminder: twining his fingers in it when they slow-danced, trailing it along his body when they were drowning in one another in bed, or wherever they got the chance. Washing it for her, both of them squeezed into the bath as he lathered and massaged and rinsed. Hadn’t she some chance of surviving without him if it wasn’t around to torture her with memories?

She didn’t care how she looked, but she wasn’t about to give strangers any excuse to stare at her. Tomorrow she’d take a tenner from the dwindling supply in Rick’s envelope and find someone to take off the rest of the curls, give it a shape that nobody would look twice at. She hadn’t been to a hairdresser in years. She’d go to some place that didn’t look like they’d rob you.

She lowered herself to the floor and lay on her side on the awful orange and yellow carpet that Cormac had chosen six months before they’d met. She brought her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. The cold air raised goose pimples on her bare skin but she stayed there, wound up tight, eyes open and unseeing, until she heard the doleful notes of the national anthem playing on her neighbour’s television.

She uncurled slowly and got to her feet, shivering now. She rubbed her arms and stamped her feet, feeling the lightness around her head. Back in the kitchen, as she was bundling up the newspaper sheets, a help wanted column caught her eye. She eased the page out from the rest, smoothed it flat and ran down through dental technician, typist, lorry driver, seamstress, legal secretary, waitress, crane operator.

She crumpled up the page and returned it to the bundle. Nothing she wanted, nothing she was qualified to do, apart from waitressing. Anyone could carry a plate from A to B, but she didn’t want to. She didn’t want to do anything.

She’d flatly refused to consider any kind of third-level education after secondary school, much to her parents’ dismay. ‘Have you any idea how many girls would give their eye teeth for the chance to go to university?’ her father had demanded, and Helen had resisted the urge to tell him to send one of them instead of her. She’d held her tongue and refused to budge.

His subsequent offer of a secretarial position within his brother’s legal practice had left her equally cold – she had no intention of working in a place where she was known as the boss’s niece. Instead she’d found a job without his help behind the counter of the glove department in Burke’s Department Store.

It wasn’t in the least demanding – in fact most of the time it bored her stupid – but it paid enough to allow her to move out of home and into a shared house, with a few pounds left over to have a couple of good nights out every weekend.

Twenty-seven and having the time of her life, marriage the last thing on her mind. Why would she tie herself down, give up her freedom in exchange for some man’s ring? And then twenty-eight-year-old Cormac Fitzpatrick had come in one day looking for a pair of gloves for his mother’s birthday, and while Helen was wrapping the sheepskin ones he eventually chose, he asked her if he could take her out to dinner.

And within six months they were living together in the house his grandmother had left him, arguing about the merits of The Beatles (him) over the Stones (her), and talking politics, which thankfully they agreed on – they both leant sharply to the left and despised the Church’s stranglehold on Ireland – and all she wanted was to take his name and to wear his ring for the rest of her life.

She went along when he and the band were performing, followed them around the ballrooms and dancehalls of Dublin and beyond, although up to this she’d despised the middle-of-the-road music put out by the showbands, giving a nod to jazz and pop and country-and-western with none of the grit of Led Zeppelin or Procol Harum, none of the fierce excitement of Grateful Dead or The Doors.

It didn’t matter: if he’d been playing organ music in cathedrals around Ireland she’d have sat in the front pew, mesmerised. He had bewitched her, he had swept into her life and taken it over. She watched him perform, the other band members invisible to her. She saw the way the women in the crowd eyed him up, all frosted lipstick and blue-lidded eyes, batting their false lashes at him and the other musicians, and she wanted to slap the smiles off their faces. She counted the minutes until the dancing ended and everyone went home, and he walked off the stage to her.

Needless to say, her parents had been horrified. Not so much at the idea of their only daughter living in sin – this was bad; but provided the neighbours, or their parish priest, didn’t find out, they were willing to endure it. Far worse was the fact that he was a member of a struggling showband and not at all wealthy or famous. But Helen hadn’t given a damn about her parents: all she cared about was the incredibly wonderful state in which she now existed.

She’d suspected, walking up the aisle a year later to Cormac – her father stiff with disapproval beside her – that she was already carrying his child, and she’d been right. Alice had been born seven months after the wedding, much to her parents’ fresh dismay. Bad enough that she’d married a musician from the wrong side of the tracks: far worse that he’d got her up the duff in advance.

She’d handed in her notice at Burke’s when she was eight months pregnant, told her boss she wouldn’t be back; much, she suspected, to his relief – they hadn’t exactly seen eye to eye over the years, but she’d been careful never to give him enough ammunition to sack her. The prospect of becoming a full-time housewife and mother didn’t exactly fill her with joy, but she’d bide her time until Alice started school, and then hopefully she’d find a more exciting workplace. In the meantime, they’d make do on Cormac’s sporadic earnings.

But now Cormac was gone, and his earnings were no more, and she needed to find some other way to support Alice and herself, and she had no idea how she was going to do that.

She pushed the newspaper into the bin. She took her clothes from the table and went upstairs to bed.


Sarah

‘She wasn’t suicidal, it was a cry for help.’ Christine took a biscuit from the plate and sniffed it. ‘Is there ginger in these?’

‘No. How can you be so sure she wasn’t going to kill herself?’

‘Because of the scarf.’ They both looked at it, folded on the table by Christine’s mug. ‘She left it there deliberately, it’s obvious. She knew someone would come along and find it, just like you did, and stop her.’

‘But why didn’t she take it back when I offered it?’

Christine shrugged. ‘Maybe she was sick of it.’

Sarah wasn’t convinced. The woman had seemed in real distress – she’d seemed so wretched and defeated. But in the five days since their encounter there’d been no mention in the paper of an abandoned car, or a body found in a river, so thankfully it looked like she hadn’t gone through with it.

Christine stroked the soft silk. ‘It’s gorgeous. Are you sure you don’t want to keep it?’

‘I’m sure – I couldn’t possibly wear it.’

‘Well, I could.’ She opened her bag and slipped the scarf inside. ‘Are you delighted about the new job?’

‘I am – thrilled.’

The letter had come the day before, very formal, offering Sarah the position of head cook at St Sebastian’s, and signed by the secretary of the board of management, who hadn’t been at the interview. Sarah was to start, if she accepted the position, as soon as possible.

Uncle John had received the news of her departure from the hotel with rather less dismay than she’d been expecting; in fact, the prospect of losing her hadn’t seemed to put him out much at all. ‘It’s time you spread your wings,’ he told her. ‘You’ll make a terrific head cook, no bother to you. Give me a week or two to sort a replacement.’ And that was that.

So she was moving on, with full responsibility in the nursing-home kitchen, and around twenty-seven mouths to feed each day. Her hours were half past eight to half past four, Monday to Friday – someone else, some man, covered the weekends. Breakfast was at nine, lunch at one and tea, which she could prepare in advance to be served by the nursing staff, at half past five. She would have an assistant cook and a kitchen junior – two people working under her, taking their orders from her.

Within a week Uncle John found a replacement, so she phoned the nursing home and told them she could start the following Monday. As the days passed, she found herself becoming increasingly anxious.

What if the assistant cook had been there for ages, and resented being told what to do by a newcomer? What if Sarah burnt something on her first day, or didn’t make enough to go around? What if she poisoned them all with underdone chicken, or the first batch of queen cakes she made in the unfamiliar oven fell flat?

Maybe she’d been too ambitious, applying for the position of head cook at twenty-four. Maybe she should have bided her time at the hotel, or looked for a position in a restaurant kitchen with a little more responsibility. She wondered what the other candidates had been like – they surely couldn’t have been younger – and how the board of management had decided on her. What if she let them down, what then?

Her parents had a lot more faith in her abilities.

‘We’re very proud of you, love,’ her mother told her. ‘Not many people your age would find themselves in charge of an entire kitchen. It’s a big honour for you.’

‘She’ll be well able,’ her father put in from behind his newspaper.

‘Of course she will: I know that.’

They’d been astonished to hear of her encounter with the woman on her way home from the interview. Sarah hadn’t been going to mention it, but she couldn’t help blurting it out as soon as she’d arrived home. ‘I hadn’t a clue what to say. I was afraid I’d put my foot in it, and make things worse.’

‘She was lucky you came along,’ they’d assured her. ‘You did what anyone would have done, you handled it very well. Now go and change out of those wet clothes,’ her mother had added, ‘before you get pneumonia. Why you didn’t let your father drive you is beyond me’ – and, just like that, they’d put the episode behind them.

But over the nights that followed Sarah found herself replaying the whole thing as she lay in bed. She didn’t think Christine was right: it hadn’t felt like a cry for help. She could still easily conjure up the woman’s haunted expression – the empty, shadowed eyes, the starkly defined cheekbones. It was the face of a tormented woman, not someone looking for attention.

What had happened to cause her to be so miserable? A broken romance maybe, a betrayal by someone she loved. Or bad news of another sort, a terminal diagnosis; told she was going to die, and unable to face a slow, painful end. It could have been anything, and Sarah would never know.

Monday came and her new job started, and the woman on the bridge was forgotten as Sarah concentrated on settling into St Sebastian’s – and to her delight, she discovered very quickly that her years of experience in the hotel had prepared her well, and she was more than capable of handling the demands of head cook.

She revelled in every aspect of the work, from planning the weekly menus and ordering supplies to preparing the dishes and plating them up. Right from the start she took to visiting the dining room towards the end of lunchtime to chat to the residents and get their opinions, and she also tapped on the bedroom doors of those unable to make it to the table.

By and large, she was positively received. Her elderly charges invariably expressed surprise at her young age, but most seemed perfectly satisfied with her efforts. They welcomed her attention, and were eager to offer their food preferences – and their life stories, if she had time. It wasn’t hard to warm to them, to want to feed and nourish them.

Within a week, she knew she’d made the right choice in coming to St Sebastian’s. It was the perfect fit for her; it was where she was supposed to be.

And, best of all, she had Bernadette, her cheerful sixty-plus assistant cook, who’d worked in St Sebastian’s kitchen since it had opened in the fifties, and who had no ambitions at all to be the boss. ‘I’m happiest carrying out orders,’ she told Sarah. ‘Tell me what you want done and I’ll do it.’

Not surprisingly, she knew all there was to know about the workings of the nursing-home kitchen, and was invaluable in pointing out where things were kept – and she also had no problem in rearranging them to Sarah’s satisfaction.

‘You’re the youngest boss I’ve had by a mile,’ she told Sarah at the end of the first week, ‘but you know what’s important. The last cook never once set foot in the dining room. They love you here, even Martina.’

Sarah doubted that. Martina Clohessy would find something to complain about if the fanciest French chef was cooking her meals. She’d already informed Sarah that the beef in the stew was on the fatty side, and that pastry gave her hives.

But for every Martina there were half a dozen Stephen Flannerys.

‘You’re a better tonic than all the pills in the world,’ he’d tell her, cradling her hand in both of his trembling ones. ‘I’d swim the Atlantic for one of your fruit scones.’

Barely thirty-nine when Parkinson’s had struck, turning him into a shaking old man by the time Sarah met him, shortly after his sixty-sixth birthday, she’d never heard a single cross or self-pitying word from him.

And there was Jimmy Doohan, who played ‘The Mountains of Mourne’ and ‘Come Back to Ireland’ on his battered accordion when anyone requested it, and often when they didn’t. And poor Dorothy Phelan, who rarely spoke any more, who didn’t recognise her daughter and son-in-law when they visited, but who smiled so sweetly whenever Sarah visited her room with a helping of trifle or a slice of still-warm ginger cake.

Sarah grew very quickly to love them all. She rose each weekday morning looking forward to getting back to them. The sad woman with the curly hair was called to mind just twice a day, when Sarah cycled over the bridge on her three-mile journey to and from work. The ghost image of the Beetle was there, and the lonely figure standing behind it – but gradually even these faded, and the episode settled into a dim corner of her mind, to lie largely undisturbed over the months and years that followed.


Helen

‘Mama.’

‘Just a minute.’

Her irritation increased as she read the article. Clumsy metaphors, clichéd rhetoric, nothing new, nothing to grab the attention, nothing controversial or thought-provoking. She checked the by-line: written by a man, like ninety per cent of the articles. She folded the newspaper and replaced it on the shelf. She could do better, miles better, given half a chance. She wouldn’t write for that rag, though – she’d choose a better class of paper.

‘Mama, jellies.’

‘I’ll get you some in a second, hang on.’

She’d always loved reading. She’d worked her way through an impressive number of novels during the hours in her bedroom when she was supposed to be doing homework. She’d been a reader all through her twenties and beyond, up to the time that Cormac had been diagnosed, and then she suddenly couldn’t keep her mind on a newspaper column, let alone a book.

At school, English had been the only subject she’d felt any enthusiasm for. Helen has a clever turn of phrase had been one of the few positive comments on the report cards her parents had opened silently. Helen would watch her mother scanning them with pressed-together lips.

She had a clever turn of phrase: in fifth year she’d written a few pieces for the school magazine, before boys had begun to distract her from any kind of schoolwork. She remembered one in particular – her favourite – in which she’d scoffed at the ridiculous new Barbie doll. I bet it was designed by a man, she’d written. No woman in the world could have a chest that big and a waist that small and still be alive, let alone capable of walking without toppling over. And this is what passes as an acceptable toy for little girls.

Lying in her darkened room, she remembered the ripple of attention it had caused among her classmates, the kick she’d got from seeing her name in print, even if it was only in faint purple type on a sheet of paper that had been cranked out on the school’s spirit duplicator.

Why hadn’t she kept writing? Why hadn’t she gone in that direction when she’d left school? Young as she’d been, her articles had been a damn sight better than the drivel she’d just read. Drivel that someone, presumably, had been paid to write.

Helen shows promise, another English teacher had written, somewhere along the line. And she’d got a B in English in the Leaving Cert, even though she’d never really studied for it. She’d shown promise, and she’d done nothing about it.

But maybe it was time to start again.

‘Mama.’

‘Coming.’

She scanned the newsagent’s shelves and found the newspaper she used to read before she’d stopped reading anything. It was also her parents’ newspaper of choice – one of the few things they had in common – and by far the most respected of the nationals. She turned the pages until she came to the editorial, saw M. Breen beneath it. He’d been editor for years; he was practically a household name. She had no idea what his first name was; maybe he felt using an initial gave him some sort of cachet – or maybe his parents had christened him Montgomery, or Mortimer.

What was to stop her writing something and submitting it to him? What was to stop him printing it, if it was any good? She wondered if you needed some kind of qualification to write for a newspaper. Only one way to find out.

But she needed an interesting subject, one she was familiar with, one she could write about confidently. She knew all there was to know about being widowed young, about the hell of watching your husband withering away and being helpless to stop it – six months on, the pain of his death was no less sharp – but that was probably not what people would choose to read about over their toast and marmalade.

She could write about the day she’d driven to the bridge, she could spell out the abject misery of not wanting to go on living, and the dawning horrible realisation that she didn’t have the courage to stop the world and step off – but again, who wanted to begin their morning with someone else’s nightmare?

She needed something light but also revealing, something that would inform as well as entertain. A topic that would give people something to think about, and send them off to work with a smile on their faces.

What about life as a female shop assistant? She’d witnessed enough in her ten years behind the counter at Burke’s to fill a book. She could write about the long hours on her feet, the pitifully short breaks, the uniform that had to be kept spotless, even if it meant hand-washing it at midnight. She could write about the injustice of earning just over half the salary of a male assistant doing precisely the same job, only with less efficiency.

But she could also pull awkward customers from her memory, detail the odd requests she’d heard over the years, make it funny as well as revealing.

She’d have to make up a pseudonym, so nobody at her old workplace would know it was her. She couldn’t be Fitzpatrick or D’Arcy: they’d recognise her married and maiden names. But she could use her grandmother’s name. O’Dowd, she could be.

‘Helen O’Dowd,’ she said to Alice. ‘Like that?’

Alice shook her head irritably. ‘I’m hungry.’

‘OK, we’re going now.’

She’d write the piece and send it off, and if it was rejected she’d write another. She’d wear M. Breen down, she’d make a nuisance of herself until he gave in.

The more she thought about it, the more the idea appealed to her. She could write in the afternoons when Alice took her nap, and in the evenings after she’d been put to bed. She could work from home so no childminder would be needed, and she wouldn’t have to call on her parents for help. If she had to interview anyone, she’d do it over the phone.

It would be even easier when Alice started school, just two months from now. And if – when – Helen began reading books again, she could try submitting a few reviews. A whole new career at the age of thirty-three.

Or maybe not. Maybe when she tried it, she’d discover that she wasn’t half as good as she thought. And even if she did well, even if editors loved her, it wouldn’t make her any happier. It wouldn’t take her pain away, or even lessen it. But she had to earn money somehow, and this seemed like something she might manage, a thing she might have a flair for.

At the counter she paid for the newspaper and got jelly babies for Alice. She pushed the buggy out of the shop, and as she turned onto the street she caught sight of her reflection in the window.

Now that she’d got used to it, she quite liked her short hair. So much easier to manage – towel it dry after washing and that was it. Her mother’s face when she’d seen it, though: not a word said, but the look had been enough.

‘It was time for a change,’ Helen had told her, as if the question had been asked, and thankfully her mother had left it at that. She’d been lucky with the man she’d got to fix her botched attempt, only two quid he’d charged, and no comment made on the state of it, which she’d appreciated. She’d given him a two-bob tip, and been back twice for a trim since.

She walked home with Alice, starting her shop-assistant piece in her head.


Sarah

They went to her uncle’s hotel for dinner, her old workplace – hard to believe that she’d been gone for over nine months. They always went to Uncle John’s when one of them had a birthday. They sat at the same table, set into the left bay window, a reserved sign on it until they arrived.

It was 1975, with America finally admitting defeat and pulling troops out of Vietnam, and three members of an Irish showband massacred by terrorists, and the British Conservative Party getting its first female leader. The world was full of change, every week bringing new upheaval, and the Kelly birthday celebrations carried on merrily. Sarah wondered if she’d be blowing out the candles on her sixtieth birthday cake here, accompanied maybe by Christine’s children, who would turn up for their unmarried aunt’s party out of pity.

The presents were good though. From her parents she got the black jacket she’d picked out the previous week. Not at all fashionable but handy for the bike, zipped and hooded and not too heavy. Christine’s gift-wrapped box held a pair of chunky tortoiseshell bangles, and Brian gave her a book token.

‘When you’re married, you and Christine can give me a present between you,’ she told him, ‘and Christine will pick it out, so you’ll be off the hook.’

He grinned. ‘You mean my mother will be off the hook. I haven’t a clue when it comes to presents.’

‘You haven’t done badly with me so far,’ Christine told him.

‘Only because you drop loads of hints – I’d have to be blind and deaf not to pick up on them.’

‘That’s true.’

Sarah watched them together, so comfortable, so at home in each other’s company. She thought again how lucky her sister had been to find the man she wanted, and to discover that he wanted her too. Sounded so simple, but here she was at twenty-five still without a single prospect.

Unless you counted Neil Flannery, whose father Stephen Sarah had been cooking for since she’d got the job in St Sebastian’s. Even though she hadn’t even met the son, she supposed he was a faint possibility.

Stephen certainly thought so. ‘You’d be ideal for each other,’ he’d told her more than once. ‘He’s a good lad, just hasn’t met the right lady. And he’s about your age.’

His wife Nuala silenced him whenever he brought up the topic in her company. ‘Stop that, you’ll embarrass Sarah. I’m sure she’s well able to find her own boyfriends.’

She came to see her husband often, nearly every second day – they were from a small market town less than twenty miles from St Sebastian’s – and she sat by his bedside or armchair for much of the afternoon. Their only son, the mysterious Neil, worked during the week as a gardener and visited his father at weekends, when Sarah was off-duty.

‘But he’s starting a job soon just up the road,’ Stephen had told her, ‘and he says he’ll be in more often while that’s going on, so you’ll get to meet him then.’

‘Shush, stop that,’ his wife had said automatically.

What must it be like, Sarah wondered, to have your life partner struck down so young, to watch him deteriorate, see the strength and vitality washing out of him, to be forced eventually to put him into care because you could no longer look after him yourself?

‘Of course we would have loved to keep him at home,’ Nuala had told her once, when they happened to be leaving together. ‘This was the last thing Neil and I wanted, but it just became too much. And it wasn’t fair on Neil either. He has his own life, and his work takes him all over the place.’

Awful to have husband and wife living apart from one another, never sharing a bed at night, never waking up together or sitting down to a family dinner. What kind of a marriage was that for anyone?

The loneliness Sarah had already witnessed in the nursing home and the poignant stories she’d heard from some of the residents had broken her heart several times over, had reduced her to private tears more than once. But she still felt convinced that the job was right for her – she could make a difference to them. She was making a difference.

She looked around the hotel table at the faces she’d grown up with. So lucky she was to be surrounded by a caring family, with so much heartbreak out there. She smiled at the chocolate cake that was being wheeled across the dining room on the dessert trolley – chocolate for her, coffee on Christine’s birthday – with the half-dozen flickering candles stuck into the top.

She was aware that everyone in the room was looking at them now, waiting for the birthday girl to blow out her candles. If she were married she’d cook a birthday dinner herself, invite her family around. But without a husband or a home of her own, she was still the child who got taken out by her parents.

She blew out the candles and watched her mother sipping the single Babycham she ordered each birthday dinner, the only alcohol she ever took. She listened to her father making his usual jokey speech about how hard he’d had to work to afford the birthday dinner, and about how he and Martha looked forward to the day when they could retire and be supported by their children. Same speech every year, same everything every year.

‘Won’t be long,’ he said to Sarah, ‘with your new job, and Christine marrying into money, your mother and I will be heading off on the world cruise any day now.’

Brian grinned. ‘I think you might have to wait until Sarah writes her bestseller.’

‘Any day now,’ Christine added, cutting the cake into slices.

‘You can laugh,’ Sarah told them, ‘but I am going to write a book.’

She was. She just had to find the time. After work tomorrow she’d make a start for sure, or sometime very soon anyway. A period tale she thought, set in a big house with servants – that kind of story was always popular. All she needed was to sit down and make a start.

She joined in as they sang ‘For She’s A Jolly Good Fellow’ and wondered, not very seriously, when she would finally get to meet Neil Flannery. Might be a big let-down, not her type at all, but it would be nice to find out, either way.

She didn’t have long to wait. The following Friday, as she was helping Donna, the kitchen junior, to wipe down the stainless-steel worktops after the lunch clear-up, she glanced out of the window that overlooked the small car park. There was Nuala Flannery on her usual visit to Stephen – but the car was wrong: that wasn’t her blue Mini. And Nuala wasn’t getting out on the driver’s side.

Sarah watched as the other door opened and a fair-haired man emerged. Long legs, tall, slim. Grey tweedy jacket, blue jeans, too far away to make out facial features. She watched him take his mother’s carrier bag from her – it must be him, it must be the son – as they walked together in the direction of the main door.

She waited twenty minutes, making out the following week’s menu plan and writing up the shopping list for Dan, the nursing-home driver and general handyman, before making her way down the corridor towards Stephen’s room. She would have been dropping in anyway, she told herself. They’d think it odd if she didn’t appear: she always put her head in when Nuala was there to ask if they wanted tea.

She tapped on the door, her stomach fluttering slightly. Stop, don’t build it up.

‘Come in.’

Stephen’s voice. She opened the door. ‘I just wondered,’ she began, not looking in the direction of the man who stood by the window, not looking at him at all, ‘if anyone wanted a cuppa.’

‘Sarah,’ Stephen said, reaching a quavering hand towards her. ‘Come in and meet my son. Neil, this is the best cook in Ireland – apart from your mother, of course.’

‘Oh, shush.’

Grey eyes, magnified behind large, thick glasses that gave him a scholarly look. Regular features, longish nose, fairish hair. Outdoorsy complexion, a ruddiness to his cheeks, not surprising given the job he’d chosen. She was conscious of both his parents observing them as they shook hands, could feel her own cheeks becoming hot. Hopefully he’d think it was from the kitchen.

‘Hello,’ she murmured, having to look up several inches to meet the grey eyes. His palm felt slightly rough – from wielding a spade, she presumed. She wondered if he wore the glasses when he worked. They’d look a bit incongruous with his gardening gear.

‘I’ve heard a lot about you,’ he said, their hands still clasped together. ‘Apparently you make a terrific scone.’

She smiled, glad of the opportunity to turn towards Stephen. ‘Well, your father seems to like them.’

‘He must have gained half a stone since Sarah came along,’ Nuala put in.

‘And you should taste her lemon meringue pie,’ Stephen added. ‘I made Nuala get the recipe, didn’t I?’

‘You did – and mine didn’t turn out half as nice.’

‘Get away, it was lovely.’

It seemed to Sarah that along with the spoken conversation there was another, unarticulated exchange taking place between the older couple: How’s it going? Are they getting on? Were we right? Something in the way they both looked from her to Neil, in the heartiness of their voices, in how Nuala’s glance flickered to their hands as they separated at last. All that was needed was for Stephen to say something about how lucky the man would be who got Sarah, but thankfully he didn’t.
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