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‘A real treat … [Meaney] wraps her readers in the company and comfort of ordinary strangers’ Sunday Independent


‘Meaney can excavate the core of our human failings and present it to us, mirror-like, on the page … Which makes her utterly credible, utterly authentic, utterly irresistible’


Irish Independent


‘Warm and insightful … Roisin Meaney is a skilful storyteller’ Sheila O’Flanagan


‘Meaney weaves wonderful feel-good tales of a consistently high standard. And that standard rises with each book she writes’


Irish Examiner


‘This book is like chatting with a friend over a cup of tea – full of gossip and speculation, and all the things that make life interesting’


Irish Mail on Sunday


‘An addictive read with engaging, flawed characters and a unique writing flair that pulls you into the plot from the very beginning and keeps you entranced to the very end’ Books of All Kinds


‘A delightful read about relationships and the complexities associated with family life … A cosy read for any time of the year, be it in your beach bag or sitting curled up in front of the fire’


Swirl and Thread


‘It’s easy to see why Roisin Meaney is one of Ireland’s best-loved authors … Should you spot this on a bookshelf, grab a copy’
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THE FLANNERYS HAVE FORGOTTEN TO TURN OFF THE lights on their holly bush again. Off and on they flash, throwing tiny soft bursts of blue and red and green into the night. The tail end of the night really, already a faint lightening in the sky, smudges of grey breaking up the darkness when Annie looks east towards the school and the church and the chipper. The school closing today for the holidays, traffic on the road last evening, parents and children travelling to and from the annual Christmas concert.


All the concerts she has attended over the years, never a year without at least one of her children involved. Helping out with preparations beforehand in noisy classrooms, attaching cardboard wings to white dresses, clipping tinsel halos to shining hair, drawing ripped seams together with safety-pins, bending to tie laces, to wipe noses, to reassure anxious little performers with a hug and tell them they were going to be wonderful.


Her heart in her mouth as she watched them onstage in case of a stumble, or lines forgotten. Stepping into the aisle to take a photo that invariably came out blurry: thank God for Cora, who was a far better photographer. Clapping till her hands were sore when mishaps were avoided, and when they weren’t.


She flicks through them in her head, all her children. All the precious, unlucky, sad, mixed-up, lonely little creatures who were never really hers, just loaned to her for a while. All the tears she dried, the tantrums and rages she tried to quell, the sorrows she did her best to mend, to melt away with toys and treats and singsongs, and happy bedtime stories.


Finished now, no more children. Packed it in two years ago, when her body ran out of the energy it needed to cope with a house full of young children. These days she drives the meals-on-wheels van around the neighbourhood each weekday lunchtime, and helps with events in the community hall, and does the readings in church every fourth Sunday, and gives the garden the attention it was craving. These days she takes Keith Burke’s little dog for a walk when Keith’s hip is at him, and brings Ruthie, who is about to become her stepdaughter, to the cinema in Ennis every Thursday afternoon. These days she gets through more books, and takes long, lazy baths, and lies in bed an extra hour in the mornings.


Most mornings.


She stands in the lee of the porch, shoulders hunched, hands deep in the pockets of her winter coat, breath turning white as it meets the frosty air. Nothing beneath the coat except her nightdress, not nearly enough protection against this early-morning chill but she woke abruptly, going from sleep to full awareness in the space between one heartbeat and another, and something nudged her down the stairs and outside.


She turns her gaze to the sign that Joe Dineen erected six weeks ago, its wooden post attached to the gate pillar with plastic ties, and she feels the same belt of dismay that the sight of it always prompts. She can’t make out the lettering in the faint light, but she doesn’t need to read it. For Sale, it says, and Joe’s number underneath. For Sale. Come and buy my home, come and pay for my refuge, my sanctuary, with euros and cents. It won’t be the same without you in it, people tell her, and it won’t, it won’t. The loss of it, even before it’s happened, causes her to weep inside. How can she possibly let it go, even as she knows the impossibility of keeping it?


She tilts her face to the sky. She turns it this way and that to take in the sweep of dimming stars. The threatened snow has yet to make an appearance, the days dry and bright and cold as the year moves to a close. Perfect December weather really: no icy roads to torment the traveller, no stormy gusts to rip tiles from roofs and push trees sideways, no sleety showers to make even the shortest of walks a challenge. So far so good.


Her feet in their slippers tingle with cold. She shifts her weight to wriggle her toes, and turns her attention to the astonishing fact that today is the last day of her fifties. How did that happen? How has she become a woman with almost sixty years of life lived? In the mirror she sees the lines in her face and the pockets of skin beneath her eyes and the multiple white strands laced through her mud-brown hair that tell her it must be true, but inside, in her heart and in her soul, it seems the greatest of travesties, a miscalculation of epic proportions. She’s never that age – she’s nowhere near it.


Oh, she knows it’s not old. In these days of extended life, sixty is middle-aged, maybe nudging towards elderly, but nowhere near old. We’re in our prime, Matt tells her, his sixty-second birthday in another few weeks, and she laughs and agrees with him – and yet, and yet, the thought of sixty, the idea of it, makes her want to run and hide from it.


Then again, this milestone birthday is also going to herald a new beginning for her, and for Matt. Tomorrow they start on their journey together, years later than most but with as much anticipation and love, she’s sure, as any couple heading for the altar. They may have taken longer to get there, but maybe the delay makes their destination all the sweeter.


She shivers. She draws the heavy coat more tightly around her without taking her hands from her pockets. She should go in, find the redness in last night’s ashes in the stove and coax it with firelighter and kindling to a fresh flame. Boil the kettle, make sourdough toast, begin the day as she always does. But still she lingers, reluctant to leave this quiet space, this time of waiting and wondering, this time of not-doing.


She thinks of the three people, strangers to one another, who will embark on their separate journeys sometime today. Making their way back to her, covering the miles that separate them. I know it’s really near Christmas, but I’d so love if you could be here, she’d written to each of them. I’ll have a bed made up for you. Stay for the weekend, or as long as you want. Stay for Christmas if you can!


She hadn’t been hopeful that any of them would make it, hadn’t been sure that they could leave work commitments or partners or whatever on such short notice, or that they’d even want to travel at this time of year. She’d braced herself against the possibility that none of them would be able to come – but they are able, and they’re coming, all three. Wouldn’t miss it for the world, Julia wrote, and Delighted, great news, Eddie wrote, and See you then, looking forward, Steph wrote.


It wasn’t difficult to settle on the three she chose, with maybe a hundred – no, well over that – to pick from. First, because these three had left the deepest imprints, these three she finds tiptoeing into her thoughts more than any of the others. And second, because some feeling, some impulse, whispered to her that each of them needs her in some way, each of them is bringing a hurt for her to mend, just like she used to.


The tip of her nose stings with every frosty inhalation. She can’t feel her toes anymore. Come on, move. She takes her hands from her pockets and pushes the front door open. She enters the house as the morning edges in and the night recedes, and the lights on the holly bush flash on and off and on again.


[image: image]









Annie, then
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THREE TIMES THEY CIRCLED THE BLOCK BEFORE locating the turn they were seeking. ‘Honestly,’ her mother said, ‘you’d think there’d be a sign.’


‘There it is,’ Annie said. ‘See? On the side of that corner house.’


Her mother tipped her head to look through Annie’s window. ‘There’s no sign there.’


‘It’s under the ivy. The end is sticking out.’


‘Oh, for goodness sake – how is anyone supposed to see that?’


Only the final ry of the street name was visible, which wasn’t much help if you were new to Limerick and trying to locate the house that was to be your home for the foreseeable future.


‘What number is it?’ Her mother was peering now over the steering wheel at the red-brick terraced houses as they crawled past. ‘Half of them don’t even have numbers.’


‘Fourteen – watch out for that bin. Look, there’s twelve. It must be nearby.’


Number fourteen was right next door to twelve, the odds on one side of the narrow road, the evens on the other. Her mother cut the engine and eyed the house doubtfully. ‘It’s nothing much to look at.’


It wasn’t. Its coat of mustard yellow paint was coming off in patches, the scrap of lawn in front of it overgrown and filled with thistles. The railing and gate that cordoned it off from the road were stained with rust. Two bins, one blue, one green, were positioned directly outside the only downstairs window, in which a dingy net curtain hung.


Annie saw it all, and didn’t care. She’d secured her place in college and was leaving home for the first time, on the way to realising her dream of becoming a teacher. She couldn’t wait for this part of her life to begin, and she didn’t give a damn what kind of a roof was over her head. She’d happily have taken possession of a garden shed, or a tent on someone’s back lawn. You won’t look at us when you’re a posh college girl, Matt McCarthy had said when she told him she’d been accepted for teaching. He’d have a good laugh now if he saw where she was proposing to live. Nothing remotely posh about it.


‘You don’t have to come in,’ she said – but her mother was already getting out of the car, so together they hauled Annie’s cases from the boot and made their way up the cracked concrete of the short path, her mother tut-tutting at a giant thistle that sprang up from the edge of the lawn. Weeds never lasted long in their garden at home.


Annie pressed the doorbell. They waited without speaking. Someone nearby was listening to Freddie Mercury singing about Moët et Chandon; again she was reminded of Matt, who was a big Queen fan.


Even this late in the afternoon it was hot, their third sunny day in a row. She peeled her shirt away from her back and tucked her hair behind an ear, and wished for a glass of ice-cold water.


‘This is ridiculous. Are you sure you weren’t to call to the college for the key?’


‘I’m sure. I was told my housemate would be here.’


‘Well, if she is, she must be deaf. Press it again.’


Annie obeyed, and when there was still no response she rattled the letterbox flap, which didn’t produce much in the way of noise. There being no knocker, she gave a tentative thump to the door with the side of her fist, then a harder one – and the music cut off abruptly. Another few seconds passed, during which her mother sighed and shifted her weight, and looked at her watch. Finally, they heard the soft pat of approaching steps, and the door was opened.


‘Hello! Sorry, I was out the back. I hope you weren’t waiting long.’


Light brown curly hair, a wide gap-toothed grin. A grey, well-worn Fleetwood Mac T-shirt. Tiny denim shorts that Annie prayed her mother wasn’t frowning at. No shoes.


‘Were you ringing the bell? I think it’s broken.’ The girl stepped forward and pressed it, frowning. ‘Yup, stone dead. Anyway,’ the smile returning, ‘I’m Cora.’


‘I’m Annie, and this is my mother.’


Hands were shaken. They were ushered into the tiny hall and given a tour of downstairs, which consisted of a poky sitting room that led to an even smaller kitchen at the rear of the house, and a tiny bathroom at the foot of the stairs, with a shower stall instead of a bath. ‘This is it, I’m afraid,’ Cora said. ‘Just the bedrooms upstairs.’


The furniture was cheap and drab throughout, the carpet in the hall and sitting room threadbare. One of the kitchen cabinets was missing a door. The bathroom sink was chipped, the plastic toilet seat cracked. It was all a little sad and in need of attention – but there was what looked like a working fireplace in the sitting room, and the kitchen led to a surprisingly sizeable paved courtyard that was splashed with September sun.


A shiny pink bedspread was thrown onto its paving stones. Two pillows sat on it, along with a splayed book, and a tape recorder with a tumble of cassettes, and a tube of sun cream. A half-pint glass filled with orange peel stood by the wall. The place smelt of coconut.


‘I stole your pillow,’ Cora told Annie. ‘I promise I’ll give it back before bedtime.’


They’d been placed together, after Annie had added her name to a list of new students looking for accommodation. House with two others, she’d written in the column that asked for her preferred option. Three seemed like a good number: any more might be too many, any fewer and you ran the risk of being stuck with someone you’d have to spend the year trying to avoid.


But preferences weren’t guaranteed. A week or so ago she’d received a letter telling her she’d been placed in a two-bed house with one other female, and since then she’d been praying that the female would turn out normal, and easy to get along with. So far, things looked hopeful.


Cora bent to pick up the glass. ‘Tea for anyone?’ she enquired.


‘Not me,’ Annie’s mother replied. ‘I need to get back home. Can you show us Annie’s room, so we can drop off her cases?’ Wanting to see it, of course. Wanting, probably, to check the mattress, to scour the walls for signs of damp.


‘Well, I’ve thrown my stuff into the room on the left of the stairs, but I don’t mind which one I have. As far as I can see, there’s not much between them.’


The stairs were narrow and steep, and uncarpeted. The bedroom to the right smelt a little musty. It ran the length of the house, with a window to front and rear, and it held a single bed, a small wardrobe, a dressing table with two drawers, and a wooden chair. No pictures on the walls, which were covered in pale blue paper scattered with tiny cream triangles.


While her mother was unpacking sheets, Annie peeped into the other room, and found it, as Cora had said, to be pretty much identical in size and layout, and smell. An enormous case, almost twice the size of Annie’s two, lay open on the bed, something red and frilly spilling from it. A rag doll with yellow plaits and a freckled face sat on the rear windowsill and beamed into the room. Jeans lay crumpled on the floor, a tower of paperback books on the dressing table.


The mattress on Annie’s bed looked new, thankfully. Annie’s mother pronounced it too soft, but otherwise acceptable. They made the bed with the clean sheets Annie had taken from the hot press that morning; she felt a surprising lump in her throat as they tucked in corners and settled blankets and eiderdown on top. It was really happening. She was really leaving home.


‘You’ll have to wait until you get your pillow back to put this on,’ her mother said, dropping the pillowcase onto the bed. ‘I hope she won’t make a habit of that kind of thing. Make sure you don’t let her walk all over you. And give a good scrub to that bathroom when you get a chance – God only knows when it was cleaned last.’


Annie was terrified her new housemate would overhear – but just then Queen started up again in the courtyard. She struggled with the catch in the back window until it released, and attempted without success to prise open the window – stuck fast, she guessed, with layers of paint. She’d have to find a way to free it. The front window opened more easily so she lowered the top half all the way, letting the warm air pour in.


Her mother pottered about for another few minutes, opening drawers, bemoaning the lack of hangers in the wardrobe, frowning at the flimsiness of the curtains, reminding Annie that they’d be expecting her home on Friday: ‘I’m doing roast chicken, so don’t be late. Let Ivan know what time to pick you up at the station.’


‘I will.’


This would be as much a change for her mother, Annie realised, as for Annie herself. The first of her two children to leave home, Ivan at twenty-three showing no sign of wanting to move out, happy to commute to his civil service job in Ennis in the old car he’d bought a year earlier. Annie was the one on the move – and who knew if she’d ever live at home again? The thought was at once exhilarating and terrifying.


Downstairs they found Cora sprawled on her bedspread in the courtyard. She waved a cheery goodbye to Annie’s mother. ‘See you soon,’ she added, which Annie thought was unlikely, unless her mother was planning to return with a bucket of cleaning solutions and a mop.


They hugged at the car. ‘I’ll ring tomorrow sometime,’ Annie promised. No sign of a phone in the house, but there was bound to be a payphone somewhere nearby, or in the college.


She stood on the path until the car disappeared, then made her way back into the house to find Cora in the kitchen, in the act of taking a tall brown bottle from the fridge.


‘I figured I should wait till she left before I produced this – wouldn’t want her to think you were sharing a house with a wino. Grab two glasses – I think I saw some in that corner press, or the one next to it. Isn’t this house dire? We’ll have to fix it up a bit, or we won’t be able to bring anyone back. I’d say your mother was scandalised, was she?’


‘Well …’


‘Mine would have hit the roof if she’d seen it but she had to work, thank goodness – she’s a teacher – so my brother brought me, and he wouldn’t notice if the place was on fire. Are you any good with plants? I thought a few pots in the yard might be nice, but I haven’t a clue – and maybe we could rig up some lights there too. I was thinking we could eat outside on a fine evening – better than in this horrible kitchen.’


She talked on, yanking the cork from the bottle and filling two glasses, spilling crackers onto a plate, cutting slices from a block of Cheddar. Annie had never tasted wine, or any alcohol apart from a small glass of sherry her father had poured for her the previous Christmas. She took a cautious sip, and found that it tasted slightly less sweet than the sherry, and was very cold.


‘Isn’t it awful? I hate Liebfraumilch, but it was all I could get for under a tenner at the off-licence.’


‘No, it’s fine …’


‘We can stock up on decent stuff when we do a shop in Quinnsworth.’ She moved out to the courtyard, Annie following. ‘We should probably start a kitty. We need loo rolls anyway – there’s only one there, and it’s a real cheapie. Where are you from, by the way?’


Annie named her village. ‘It’s in Clare, ten miles outside Ennis.’


‘I’ve heard of it. I’m from Galway – well, between it and Salthill. Not a million miles from Clare.’


They arranged themselves on the bedspread. ‘I asked the landlord for a toilet brush and a new shower curtain, and a door for that cabinet. Have you checked out the state of the couch under that blanket?’


‘No.’ Annie wasn’t inclined to check out the couch. ‘What’s he like? The landlord.’


Cora made a face. ‘Youngish … well, early thirties, I’d say. No wedding ring, but I’m not surprised – the smell of BO from him would knock you out. He lives in County Limerick, I forget where, so I’d say we’ll only see him when he’s collecting the rent. He says no parties, which is a bit rich – I mean, is he afraid we’ll do damage to his lovely house? When’s your birthday?’


Annie could hardly keep up. ‘Er, not till December.’


‘OK, mine’s next month, so that’ll be our first party. We’ll have a bit of time to check out the college crowd, see who’s worth inviting. And we can always ask the neighbours too, so they can’t complain.’ She reached for the sun-cream tube and squeezed some of its contents into her palm. ‘You want some?’


‘Thanks.’ Annie pulled her skirt up past her knees and applied the cream to her skin, inhaling its coconut scent. She wouldn’t dare wear shorts like Cora’s – she’d feel far too self-conscious with so much skin on show. The two pairs she’d left at home were longer and baggier, and were worn only in the back garden on the hottest of days.


Cora raised her glass. ‘Cheers, Annie. Here’s to a good year. Tell me if I’m talking too much – everyone says I can’t shut up. And if I ever do something that annoys you, you have to tell me instead of suffering in silence. Deal?’


‘Deal, as long as you promise to do the same.’


‘Oh, you needn’t worry – I will.’


The house was awful. No way would Annie’s clothes fit into that wardrobe: she’d have to leave half of them in her case, even with the dressing-table drawers. If she needed the toilet in the middle of the night, which she always did, she’d have to negotiate those narrow stairs half asleep.


But it was ten minutes’ walk from the college, and lights and a few plants would be lovely in the courtyard, and their first party was already being planned. And she was free to live as she chose here, and already her new housemate felt like a friend.


Cora ejected the Queen cassette and riffled through the others. ‘Supertramp or Janis Ian?’


‘Janis Ian.’


Annie took another sip of wine. It tasted slightly better. They ate crackers and cheese in the last of the sunshine as Janis Ian learnt the truth at seventeen, and Annie was brimming with hope.
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Julia
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SHE CROSSES THE ROOM AND OPENS THE BALCONY doors, feeling the immediate inrush of crisp early-morning air. She ties the belt of her dressing gown and steps out, and looks up as she always does to marvel at the magnificent curved sweep to the heavens of the Tour Eiffel, just a handful of streets away. So privileged she is to have this unimpeded close-up view: little wonder she’d paid a small fortune for the penthouse apartment. She’d balked when she’d heard the asking price – how on earth could she justify it? – but her manager and her accountant were all for it. You are a star now, Lucien had declared. You must have an apartment that deserves you. Such nonsense, typical Lucien – but her accountant had said it would be a good way to invest the almost comically large royalty payments that kept landing in her bank account. And here, perched a storey above the other buildings in the vicinity, she has the peace she craves. Yes, she’d happily pay for the peace, appreciated even more than the view.


She returns inside and closes the doors. She sits at the baby grand piano – a Steinway, another wild extravagance Lucien had insisted was her due, but the pure sound of it is magic. She runs her fingers lightly over the keys, playing again the minor chords she’s chosen for the lines that have been repeating themselves in her head for over a month. She sings softly:




Little girl in a red coat, red hood,


Makes her way through the dark wood, scary wood,


Doesn’t know there are wolves there, out there,


Every day there are wolves there, out there—





And after that, nothing. Nothing else comes. No further lyrics or tune, no chorus, no bridge. She’s searching for sinister: she wants a song full of fear and dread and danger, a song that’s inches away from a scream, something to make the listener shudder and thrill. She can feel it, she can almost taste it. She finds snatches of the rest, phrases darting suddenly into her consciousness, but they skitter away before she can grab onto them, before she has a chance to capture them in her recorder.


She’s blocked. For the first time she’s seriously blocked, and it’s terrifying. What if she’s lost whatever ability she had? What if she never manages to write another song? With the new CD releasing in January to coincide with the tour, there’s no immediate pressure, but Lucien likes to see ongoing new material. Your fans adore you, he says, but you can never become complacent. You need to stay creative, stay producing. She knows he’s right, he’s always right about these things – for all his melodramatic pronouncements he’s an excellent manager – but what can she do when it just won’t come?


She leaves the song behind and drifts into the kitchen, and looks in the fridge to regard the two uneaten fillet steaks. She’d been about to prepare a marinade the day before when the phone call had come. I’m so sorry, Jean-Luc said, and told her of his older son’s earlier fall from a swing that necessitated a trip to a medical clinic for an X-ray. We’re here now, he said. Claudia is in with him – and Julia flinched at the casual mention of the wife he kept promising to leave. I’ll arrange a night next week, he said, forgetting that next week was Christmas week, and his family would claim him, and his mistress would once again be left alone.


She could have fried a steak for herself but she didn’t, so there they both remain, and she doesn’t fancy letting them sit in the fridge all weekend. She’ll donate them to Madame Frossard’s pair of little pekinese on the floor below before she goes to the airport – better that than throw them out.


And what of the gift she’d wrapped? What of her Christmas gift to him of a signed first edition of Colette’s Nudité? Bound in beautiful green Moroccan leather, title in gilt on the spine, gilt-edged untrimmed endpapers, as much a work of art as of literature. He loves Colette; she was so happy to have found this for him. Nothing to be done now but save it until they meet again, until he can make his escape and come back to her.


She returns to the sitting room and retrieves Annie’s most recent letter from the beautiful little antique bureau that was her aunt’s housewarming gift when Julia bought the apartment three years earlier. She reads the words she knows pretty much by heart, and they calm and comfort her in the same way that thoughts of Annie always do. At the other end of this day she’ll be back in Ireland, back with Annie, and staying with her for two precious nights. It’s been far too long, eight months since her last visit, and she can’t wait.


Thoughts of Annie, and the bond that’s still so strong between them, bring the inevitable twinge of guilt about Aunt Karen, the only sister of Julia’s dead father, and her closest living relative. Karen wasn’t in a position to care for a young child when Julia was orphaned but she claimed her as soon as she could, and brought her from Ireland to her home in France, and supported her until Julia found work as a music teacher, and could manage on her own.


Aunt and niece had always got on perfectly well while they lived together in Karen’s far more modest but perfectly adequate apartment in the twelfth arrondissement, and they still meet up when their separate schedules allow it – Karen is now a partner in the multinational finance company she joined in her twenties, and spends as much time out of France as in it – but for whatever reason they never achieved the emotional tie, the communion of hearts that bloomed between Julia and Annie in the years they lived together.


Julia recalls with such clarity her first encounter with Annie. She a frightened three-year-old, her universe turned on its head by the death of her parents a week before. She remembers clutching the hand of the social worker who had brought her to Annie’s house, and Annie’s immediate kindness, the way she’d crouched in front of Julia, the gentle tone she’d used. The words were long forgotten, but the warmth of her foster mother’s welcome remained.


She drops the letter onto the bed and slips off her dressing gown and nightdress. She showers and dresses, tucking old jeans into short fur boots, gathering hair into a simple side ponytail, wrapping a heavy navy wool shawl over her pink cashmere sweater. Applying no make-up, looking as unlike Julia M as it’s possible for her to be. In the hallway she steps into her private lift and pulls its door closed. Down it glides, smooth as silk, noiseless as a whisper, through the seven floors.


If Jean-Luc had stayed the night, which had been the plan – Julia never enquired about the excuses he offered his wife for not returning to the family home on the nights he spent with her – they would still be in bed now, with Julia happy to forgo breakfast in exchange for another hour with him. Hungry instead for tenderness, for softly spoken words, and promises she wants to believe – but now, after missing dinner, she craves the comfort of food, and good coffee.


In the lobby she nods to Tristan, who lowers his newspaper and lifts a hand as he always does to touch his temple solemnly with an index finger. ‘Bonjour, Madame,’ he murmurs, and the orphaned little girl in her, the fostered little girl in her, wonders as she always does if he’s slightly mocking her. Does he see through her? Does he sense, as she herself does, that she doesn’t really belong in this place of plush carpeting and original artworks, and residents who were born into wealth, unlike her?


She steps into the bubble of the revolving door and steers it around to the street. Outside she sets off briskly, pulling up her shawl to mask the lower half of her face. Always the disguise now, always the armour between her and the rest of the world.


The boulangerie isn’t far. In less than a minute she sees the light from its window spilling onto the pavement. The vanilla scent of fresh-baked pastries wafts towards her as she approaches. She enters the shop, the inward motion of the door triggering the little bell above it, and Monsieur Moreau emerges immediately from the back, aproned and smiling, wiping his hands on a small blue towel. She pulls down her scarf and greets him in the French that has become as natural to her as English in the twenty-eight years she’s been living here. The baker returns her greeting and plucks with his tongs the pain au chocolat she requests, and places it in a small white carrier bag.


‘Café crème, Madame?’ he enquires.


‘S’il vous plaît, Monsieur.’


She returns to the apartment, her face once again masked by her shawl. Ironic how her fame, while making her and her music known to so many, has also served to separate her from them. In the five years since her first CD placed her quickly and decisively in the spotlight, she hasn’t grown comfortable with strangers approaching her, wanting to talk with her, to touch her, to take a selfie while they stand too close. Sign this! they demand, thrusting menus or envelopes or supermarket receipts at her. Sign my arm! Sign my sleeve! Wait till my friends hear! And Lucien, when she tries to explain how unnerving she finds it all, just doesn’t get it – or pretends not to.


Julia, he says, the French version softening and sliding out the j, how can you complain about this? You are where so many want to be. It’s the price you pay, chérie, for all you have gained – and, really, it’s just people being friendly. You must learn to accept it, Julia.


Easy for him to say, with nobody attempting to clip a shank of his hair with nail scissors (it happened once; the man was hustled away before he succeeded, but still she shakes when she thinks of it). Easy for him: he doesn’t have to walk onto a stage in front of thousands, doesn’t have cameras thrust constantly into his face, doesn’t always, always, wish it were somehow otherwise.


She enters the lobby of her apartment block. Tristan glances up from his newspaper and gives her his usual salute. She unwraps her shawl as she crosses to the alcove that houses the penthouse lift. She presses the button for the only floor it visits, and up it glides to her sanctuary.


[image: image]









Steph
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FINALLY, THE CLOCK RADIO TELLS HER IT’S TIME.


Quietly she inches to the edge of the bed. She slides a leg out and follows it with the other, her feet touching down in turn on the thin cotton mat that protects her from the stone floor. There’s a dense feel to the air, the window closed against the chill of the night.


In the darkness she dresses, every sound she makes – the whisper of cloth on skin, the soft upward slide of a zip, the minuscule snap of a fastener – seeming magnified in the near silence of the room. If he wakes she’ll say she couldn’t sleep, she’s going for a walk before breakfast, although the lie will add fuel to his later displeasure – but he doesn’t wake, the rhythm of his breathing remains unchanged.


She tiptoes in bare feet down the narrow back stairs, fingertips trailing over the cold roughness of the whitewashed wall. In the kitchen she puts on her flat-soled everyday shoes, their leather uppers thin and soft as velvet. She drinks water and takes an orange from the bowl, and draws aside the curtain below the sink to lift out the backpack she filled yesterday before he got home from taking the guests on a cliff walk. From the front pocket of the bag she takes the note she wrote, asking for his understanding. She slips it into one of the boots that sit by the door, so he won’t find it until he’s about to leave the house, nearly two hours from now.


Outside the air is cold, with a smell of rain and ocean in it. Her cotton sweater is thin but she’ll wait till she reaches the port to put more on. The sky is dotted with stars, their reflections hopping like sparks on the surface of the sea, far below to her left. The moon slides towards the horizon. The white paving stones in the courtyard gleam softly.


She closes the door quietly and hitches the backpack onto her shoulders, feeling the weight of Annie’s wedding gift, which Stavros let her have for half the marked price, and which she has wrapped carefully in most of the clothes she’s bringing along. Hopefully she can keep it intact till it reaches Ireland.


Ireland. The thought of it, of seeing it again, prompts a small rush of nervous excitement. Six years and two months since she stepped onto the ferry in Dublin, eighteen and desperate to get away, and determined never to return – and yet here she is, answering Annie’s summons without thinking, the pull back to the country of her birth taking her by surprise.


She crosses the yard, praying that none of the others are awake. She braces herself, all the way along the drive, for the creak of a window being pushed open, a call to give her away, but thankfully no such sound comes. Enough wine or ouzo last evening maybe, at the local taverna, to keep them slumbering till Gareth rings the breakfast bell.


She thinks of him laying out the food without her, and feels a stab of worry. Leaving him to the breakfast isn’t the problem – he’s perfectly able to slice bread and chop fruit and spoon yogurt into dishes. The problem will be his reaction when he reads her note, and discovers what she’s done.


No point in dwelling on that now. She’ll ring him from Athens airport, after he’s had time to get his head around it. She picks her way in the half-light over the steeply descending rutted path, passing the straggle of low houses and ramshackle sheds and chicken coops that have settled themselves into the hillside. She makes out a thin curl of smoke rising already from the Frangopoulos’ chimney, and inhales the scent of burning wood that mingles with the mint and rosemary and eucalyptus that grow all around.


Further along the path she smiles at the blow-up Santa in the window of the wooden cabin owned by Deirdre and Steve from Bristol: how incongruous it looks, one of the few dwellings on the island to acknowledge the imminent arrival of Christmas.


She peels the orange as she walks, flinging the rind into the bushes on the sea side of the path. She hears the clanging of goat bells further up the hill, a sound that always strikes her as vaguely mournful. When she first moved here the bells would wake her in the early hours; now she dreams right through them, unless she’s got a reason to be up before dawn.


The orange is wonderfully sweet. When it’s gone she licks its juice from her fingers. She rounds a bend and sees the little ferry, lit up and waiting at the harbour. Although she knows she’s in good time she breaks into a slow jog, causing the rucksack to give a little slap against her back with every touchdown, making her wince each time it nudges against the bruise on her left hip that hasn’t quite healed.


By the time she reaches the port a thin strip of light has appeared at the horizon: in the rest of the sky there is a small paling of the dark. The moon has vanished; the last of the stars are winking out. It feels slightly surreal to be up at this early hour. It feels, she decides, as if she’s dreaming, lying asleep beside Gareth in the olive mill, soon to wake and rise and begin the day.


There are few about. Some out-of-season tourists pull cases on wheels in the direction of the ferry; a couple of farmers set up their vegetable stalls. A clutch of old women in black stand on the steps of the church across the street. Behind them a banner is strung across the front of the building, spelling out a message in the Greek script that Stavros has told her means Happy Christmas. A young man in shorts and sweatshirt pushes a baby’s buggy rapidly down the prom with a shaggy little brown dog trotting alongside.


She pulls her second sweater from the rucksack and puts it on. She asks in Greek for coffee at the little kiosk by the ticket office. The man smiles as he hands it over – she knows his face but not his name – and tells her to have a good day in English. After two years here they still see her as a tourist. The coffee is hot and strong. She sips it slowly as she watches two wooden crates being loaded onto the ferry.


I know you didn’t want me to go, she said in her note, but this is something I need to do. Please don’t be cross, please try to understand. I’ll phone you later and explain better. But how can she explain it any better? The weekend before Christmas won’t work, he’d said when Annie’s letter had arrived at the beginning of the month. We’ll be in the middle of a retreat. Tell her you’re needed here, I’m sure she’ll understand. We can both visit in the new year – but instead Steph had accepted Annie’s invitation, without his knowledge and against his wishes.


He doesn’t mean to hurt her. Creative people can be fiery, everyone knows that: she should be better at recognising the signs, and staying out of his way. His anger never lasts long, and he’s always sorry afterwards.


Just like her mother was always sorry.


She finishes her coffee. She tips the dregs onto the cobbles and crumples the cup, and deposits it in a nearby bin. She buys a ticket for the ferry and boards. She stands at the rail while the sun rises slowly, while the gulls circle and swoop and shriek.


She looks down into the dark water. She hears the soft wet slap of it against the ferry, and she’s reminded of how she and Gareth met two years earlier, the day after arriving on the island that had been recommended to her by a girl she’d waitressed with in Croatia. She’d been woken early by the goat bells, so she dressed and went to check out her new surroundings. After walking for twenty minutes or so she found the charming little sandy cove.


Nobody about, the turquoise water looking clear and inviting, so she stripped to underwear and walked into the sea, relishing the shock of it on her warm skin. She remembers plunging down into the cool saltiness, striking out parallel to the shore with the amateurish breast stroke she’d taught herself in the lake near Annie’s house. After a dozen strokes she was breathless. She flipped onto her back to smile up at the pale blue sky, loving the rise and dip of the incoming waves, unaware of the current until she turned her head and saw with a heart lurch how far from land it had swept her.


She swung around and struck out for the shore, but quickly realised she was still being pulled strongly in the opposite direction, rendering her inexpert and increasingly desperate strokes useless. She began to tire, arms leaden with the effort of fighting with the sea, and properly frightened now. A wave came sideways at her. She went under, and took a mouthful of water in the muffled darkness. She pushed back up, coughing and disoriented, barely able to draw breath before another wave sent her under again – and suddenly, out of nowhere, she felt something grab her hair and yank her roughly and painfully to the surface.


‘Climb on!’ a loud male voice commanded, and she saw the white bulk of the jet-ski she’d failed in her panic to spot approaching, and the figure that was leaning towards her. ‘Climb on!’ he repeated, transferring his grip from her hair to a wrist, and she clambered up, scalp stinging, gasping and coughing and sobbing with relief as she leant against him and held on tight.


He saved her. He was literally her knight in shining armour: how could she not be dazzled by him? Gareth the writer, the most glamorous and interesting person she’d met since leaving Ireland. Older, cultured, confident, sexy. He took her back to her lodgings on his motorbike. She clung to him as her wet hair flew out behind her. She asked if she could buy him breakfast, or a drink, or anything, to say thank you. He seemed amused by her. Within weeks she’d moved into the converted olive mill, completely enthralled by him, scarcely able to believe he could possibly be interested in her.


She turns from the rail, from the thought, and goes to sit inside.
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