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For my cousin, Alice Cunningham: generous, charming, witty, wise.


MONDAY, 6 MAY

The grass darkens the pink of her sandals as she crosses the little patch of lawn between their pretend house and the path. Her toes get wet and slippery; she stoops to dry them with the front of her cardigan, and lingers to examine a furry black caterpillar as it pleats its way across the path in front of her.

‘Where are you going?’ she asks, but it doesn’t tell her because it can’t talk. She lays her finger on the ground before it and it clambers all the way over, tickling her with its little legs. She wishes she had some food for it. Mrs Carmody read them a story about a very hungry caterpillar that kept eating stuff. He had a red face, and one bit of him got ripped off by Brian, and Mrs Carmody had to put Sellotape on it.

She says goodbye to the caterpillar and walks on, past the house with the man who was sitting on his garden seat yesterday when she was going to the beach with Mammy. He wore giant blue shorts and no top and his tummy was pink and fat and he had a can of beer on it, like it was a table. When they passed him he said, Hello, ladies, and Mammy squeezed her hand too tight and made her walk faster. She’s glad he’s not there now.

All the curtains are closed in all the windows she sees. Everyone must still be asleep. She keeps walking until she gets to the last one. There’s a white ribbon tied on the silver car parked outside. Granddad put a white ribbon on his car when Auntie Nuala was getting married. She was a flower girl, she wore a pink dress and sparkly shoes that she was allowed to keep, but they’re too small for her now.

Mammy and Daddy got married too. Mammy told her she was there, but she doesn’t remember because she was just a baby. Mammy showed her a book with all photos of the wedding, and in the photos she’s got a white dress and a white hairband although she has hardly any hair, and Gary is small and has clothes like Daddy, even a tie. Ruairi isn’t in any photo: he was still in Heaven.

She runs a finger along the ribbon on the car. It feels slippery. She looks at the house and sees someone opening curtains. It’s a big boy in a blue T-shirt who looks out and waves at her. She waves back and then skips off in case she gets in trouble for touching the ribbon. She sings a song Mrs Carmody taught them about a butterfly, but she can’t remember all the words so she sings la la la.

She’s almost at the end of their road when she remembers Baba. She thinks she left him on a chair in the kitchen. She wants to go back and get him but Gary is there, and Gary is mean. He put all the Frosties from the box into his bowl so there were none left for her, and when she said she was going to tell Mammy he twisted her arm and made it hurt, so she ran out. Now he’ll be in big trouble because it’s his job to mind her when they get up before Mammy and Daddy.

She’ll go down to the beach and look at the sea. She won’t stay for a long time because she’s hungry and her toes are a bit cold and she misses Baba; she’ll just stay long enough to get Gary in trouble. She remembers the way to the beach from yesterday with Mammy. Daddy took the boys to see the lighthouse and Mammy said they’d have a ladies day instead, just the two of them. They had crisps and lemonade, and she had two paddles, even though the water was freezing, and she built a sandcastle and buried Mammy’s feet.

She reaches the big road. The beach is down a lane on the other side. She looks the two ways before crossing the road, just like Mammy told her.

A red car is coming. She stands still and watches it getting bigger.
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Standing by the window, sixteen-year-old Andy Baker yawns and pushes a hand under his blue T-shirt to scratch absently at his stomach as he listens to the intermittent slosh of his father’s razor in the bathroom sink next door. If he put his ear to the wall he’d probably be able to make out the whispery rasp of the blade scraping its way along his father’s chin. Like paper the walls are in this house. He won’t be sorry to leave it.

He remembers the first time he set eyes on it, eleven years old and hunched heartbroken in his seat, barely looking up when Dad stopped the car and told him they’d arrived. Not interested in looking at a stupid house on a stupid island – who cared where they lived, when Mam wasn’t going to be there with them?

The scooped-out feeling she left inside him is still there. The loss of her still makes him sad, but it’s a blurrier-edged sadness now, like a softer echo of the sharp pain he felt right after she died. He wonders if it’ll ever completely go away, or if he’ll still feel something’s missing when he’s much older than Mam got to be, and his teeth live in a glass of water at night.

Nearly six years on, he can’t conjure up her voice in his head any more, can’t hear her calling up the stairs to him, telling him to hurry up or he’ll be late for school. But he recalls how she would stick out her bottom lip and blow her fringe from her eyes, and he remembers that she loved Turkish Delight, and that she baked a coconut cake with fluffy white icing for every one of his birthdays, until she was too sick to bake anything.

He remembers how embarrassed he used to get when she’d sit on his dad’s lap, and how she used to laugh at him for that, but not in a mean way. And when he smells the perfume she used to wear, even now, it summons such a lonesomeness in him that he has to fight the urge to cry.

He remembers things he wishes he didn’t, like how horrible it was when she was sick, when she wrapped her bald head in brightly coloured scarves and drew eyebrows on her forehead with a black pencil, and how she looked like a ghost of someone he didn’t recognise, with hollowed-out cheeks and eyes that had no light in them, eyes that seemed already dead. He remembers how bad her breath smelt near the end, as if the cancer – which he pictured as a lumpy brownish treacly gloop – was inching up through her, clogging all her pipes and tubes, pushing its stench ahead of it.

‘You’re my star,’ she’d whisper, drawing him close with the claw her hand had become, ‘my precious star,’ and he would breathe through his mouth and do his best not to pull away from her.

He watches a gull wheel high in the sky, which looks whiter than it was yesterday. Yesterday was one of those unexpectedly wonderful days that you find dropped into a bunch of ordinary ones. From early morning the sun shone out of a perfectly cloudless sky. People who’d come to spend the bank holiday weekend on Roone gathered towels and buckets and headed for the beach, wanting to grab the good weather, wanting to stretch out their winter-white bodies for the sun to pink up.

Andy and his dad had been busy packing, piling up boxes and cases in the hall and ferrying them to Nell’s. Late in the afternoon, when all they could do had been done, they’d washed the car and tied the ribbon on it, and afterwards they’d cooked a pizza and eaten it on the patio. The last supper, his dad said, catching a droop of melted cheese and folding it over his slice. Giving Andy half a glass of wine so they could toast the last supper.

He hears water gurgling from the sink. In a minute his dad will come out and it’ll be his turn to make himself ready for the day. He glances at the bed where he’s laid out the navy suit he got in Tralee three weeks ago. His first proper suit, bought for his dad’s second wedding.

His dad’s second wedding. Today Andy is becoming a stepson, and gaining a stepmother. He isn’t quite sure how all that stuff makes him feel.

‘Stepmothers get a bad press,’ Laura had told him about a week ago. ‘I was terrified of the ones in Snow White and Cinderella, and when my dad remarried – I was about your age, actually – I was all set to hate her, but she turned out to be impossible to hate. In fact, she ended up becoming my best pal.’

Andy’s met Laura’s stepmother. She came to Roone last autumn when Laura and Gavin were in the middle of turning Mr Thompson’s house into a B&B. When Andy was introduced to her he thought Laura must be pulling his leg. They looked about the same age: how could she be Laura’s stepmother? But nobody’s leg was being pulled – and anyone could see they liked one another a lot.

Nell is about the right age to be his stepmother. If Mam hadn’t died she’d be forty now, just five years older than Nell. And he and Nell have always got on – right from the start, when he didn’t want to talk to anyone on Roone, she knew how to leave him alone until he was ready. If he had to choose a stepmother he’d probably choose her. It’s just a bit weird to be getting one at all.

And another kind of weird thing is that Nell was engaged to his uncle Tim first, before they broke it off and she switched to Dad. And Uncle Tim will be at the wedding today, and so will his wife Katy, who was Nell’s penfriend for years. All a bit of a muddle.

He takes his new white shirt from the wardrobe and lays it on the bed next to the suit. He opens a drawer and takes out the skinny green tie he found in a Tralee charity shop, the same day he got the suit. He bought the tie for a laugh; it was only twenty cents, and he was going to show it to his dad and tell him he’d got it for the wedding, just to see the look on his face – but when Nell saw it she’d loved it, and begged him to wear it.

He’s looking forward to moving into Nell’s house. It’s bigger than this one – well, most houses are – and it’s closer to his favourite beach. And John Silver lives there too, of course, which is a big plus. For the first time in his life he’ll be living in a house with a dog. He and his dad looked after John Silver while Nell’s house was let out two years ago, but knowing you were going to have to give him back eventually was a bit of a bummer.

He hears the bathroom door opening. He goes out to the corridor and there’s his father, standing with a red towel around his waist, hair in a tumble.

‘All yours.’

There’s a bit of toilet paper stuck to one side of his chin. Andy grins at it.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘You got paper on your face,’ he replies, walking into the bathroom, which is full of steam and smells like he’s just walked into a forest.
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In his bedroom James Baker pats himself dry. He’s been awake since just after five, lying open-eyed as the dawn slithered in through the window and picked out of the darkness the wardrobe, the chest of drawers, his wedding suit hanging in its grey nylon carrier on the back of the door.

His bedroom window was open, like it was all year round. He heard the first birds, and later a distant barking dog, and just before he got up the cheery clatter of a tractor in some field not too far away. Jim Barnes maybe, getting a good run at the day.

As he lay there waiting for eight o’clock to arrive he found himself thinking of Karen – inevitable, maybe, on this particular day. The first woman who’d walked up an aisle to him was bound to be called into being as he was about to stand at the top of another aisle to receive his second bride. He and Karen had had a dozen years together, which was a lot more than some people got – but surely this time round Fate would be more generous to him.

At half past six he pushed back the duvet, too full of nervous energy to stay where he was. He pulled on his painting jeans and T-shirt and tiptoed barefoot to the kitchen and made coffee. He took it out to the patio, where the easel Nell had given him for Christmas held his half-finished painting of Jupiter, the small yellow rowboat she’d inherited from her grandfather. He picked up a brush.

So much inspiration here on Roone, so much he wanted to capture on canvas, a small group of galleries around the country willing to display what he produced. Someone happy to buy one, every now and again. Money, or the lack of it, didn’t bother James – he earned enough from the day job in Fitz’s bar to support himself and Andy. He painted because he loved it.

At ten to eight he cleaned his brushes and stripped off his clothes in the bathroom and scrubbed himself shiny in the shower, thinking about the day ahead, about the years that were waiting to be lived with Nell and Andy, and maybe more children. He felt light-headed with happiness at the thought of it all. He rinsed shampoo from his hair and wrapped a towel around his waist and filled the sink.

As he scraped the last of the night’s stubble from his chin he fancied he heard a small child outside, singing in a high voice – something about a butterfly? – just before he cut himself.

He eases the scrap of toilet paper away now, swabs the tiny red mark underneath with antiseptic. They’ve hardly taken the straightforward route, he and Nell. Oh, he fell in love quickly enough: within a few months of their arrival on Roone he realised to his utter disbelief – still grieving for Karen, not looking for anyone to replace her – how important Nell was becoming to him. He held back, unsure of how she felt, afraid to trust being in love again – and while he was dithering, his brother came to Roone on holidays, and James in his innocence introduced him to Nell.

They became an item almost at once, with Tim making the journey from Dublin to the island every weekend to be with her. James stood miserably by as his younger brother wooed and won her. He heard with despair of their engagement, he witnessed Nell’s happiness as she prepared for her wedding day. He suffered the torment of imagining her and Tim together, once Tim had moved his weekend things from James’s house to Nell’s.

And then it was all called off – Nell called it off – and James didn’t dare hope that his chance might have come. He waited for a reconciliation, convincing himself it was inevitable, so afraid was he of playing his hand and being rejected. But there was no reconciliation. Tim didn’t reappear on Roone, no attempt was made to resurrect the relationship, and James saw little evidence that Nell was pining for his brother. She was sad, undoubtedly, that her plans with Tim had come to nothing, but as far as he could see, not heartbroken.

Her friendship with James seemed as strong as ever; indeed, there were times when he imagined he detected something more, a new softness in her glances, a tenderness in her voice – but as the weeks turned into months, he struggled to find the courage to tell her how he felt. And in the end, it was Nell who did the telling.

‘He was the wrong brother,’ she murmured, one unforgettable afternoon as they tramped across the damp sand near the water’s edge of Roone’s longest beach. Both of them scarved and overcoated, their boots sucked into the sand with every step. It was November, three months after her broken engagement. It was freezing, dusk was already falling at four o’clock, and nobody else had been foolish enough to go near the beach.

‘I knew that day you came to see me in the hospital,’ she went on, ‘the day after my house went on fire. You brought marshmallows, remember? You pulled the bag out of your pocket and put them into my hand, and I realised then that I’d picked the wrong brother.’

And right after saying it she’d stopped walking and turned to look at him, searching his face for his reaction.

‘I’m not making a fool of myself here, am I?’ she asked – and he kissed the tip of her frozen pink nose, and he enfolded all the layers of her in his arms and tried to contain his overflowing heart. And as they stood entwined, he whispered at last the words of love that had stayed so long unspoken.

Telling Tim wasn’t something he relished. He decided to wait until they were face to face, which didn’t happen until Christmas. James and Andy had travelled to Dublin to spend the few days as they always did with Andy’s grandmother, and Tim arrived at noon on Christmas Day to join them for the festivities.

James’s news didn’t appear to come as a surprise. He chewed his lip as he digested it.

‘Always knew you had a soft spot for her. Used to think she had one for you sometimes.’

‘She didn’t,’ James replied, ‘not until after you split up.’ She picked the wrong brother first, which took a bit of the sting out of James coming second.

‘You did for her though, didn’t you?’

‘I did.’ Nothing to be gained now with lies, and his conscience was clear: he’d never tried to change her mind, much as he’d wanted to.

The afternoon was crisp, the sky full of unshed snow. The brothers sat in the little gazebo at the back of the house they’d grown up in, waiting to be summoned to the dinner Andy and his grandmother were preparing.

Tim stretched out his legs, crossed one ankle over the other, straightened the crease in his grey trousers. ‘You must have been happy when we split.’ The words said without rancour; he might have been remarking on the long-range weather forecast. But James, who’d grown up with him, heard the steel at the edge.

He regarded his brother’s shoes, which had probably cost more than James’s entire range of footwear. ‘I wasn’t happy. I thought you’d probably get back together.’

‘But when we didn’t, you saw your chance and jumped at it.’

James made no response, knowing that whatever he said would be wrong now. Tim’s resentment was to be expected: he would have to ride it out, and hope that time would wear it down. They sat side by side on the wrought-iron bench, the smell of roasting turkey drifting out from the house, Chris Rea driving home for Christmas on somebody’s radio.

‘As it happens,’ Tim said, uncrossing and recrossing his legs, ‘I’ve met someone myself.’

James looked at him. ‘You have?’

‘From Donegal. Early days.’

And before James could ask any more, Andy had appeared to call them in, and that was the end of that, until a letter to Nell in February revealed that the Donegal someone was her long-term penfriend Katy. And a few months later, while they were all still getting used to the notion of Tim being with someone who wasn’t Nell, he and Katy went on holidays to Italy and came home married, just like that.

And in September Katy announced that she was pregnant, a week after James had got down on one knee in Nell’s hair salon – empty of customers at the time – and asked her to marry him.

And today it’s going to happen: today he and Nell will become husband and wife. They’re not having anything like the big splash-out wedding Nell and Tim were going to have. And they’re not getting married on Roone, as they had planned to do last December.

Today they’ll make their vows in a little church on the side of a hill that overlooks the Atlantic in County Clare, about three hours’ drive from Roone. The wedding party, all ten of them, will make their way there in three cars, and will fit around a single table in the Ennistymon restaurant where a meal has been booked for after the ceremony.

He begins to dress. The day will be bittersweet, and there is nothing he can do about that. Nell will do her best to hide her grief, and he will try to make it easy for her. The wedding is happening because they both want it to, but December’s tragedy will soak into every minute of it.

He slips on his shirt, still creased from its packaging, and does up the buttons. Andy is going to wear the hideous green tie he bought as a joke, because for some unknown reason Nell had taken a fancy to it and asked him to wear it. Any worries James might have had about his son accepting Nell as a stepmother had melted away when he heard that.

He’s getting married. He and Nell are getting married. Again he feels a flip of happiness as his mouth curves into a smile. Still half dressed, he takes his phone from the bedside locker and places a call.

Laura answers on the second ring. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing is wrong. I just wanted to touch base with someone, and I’m not allowed to call the bride.’

‘Getting jittery?’

He grins. ‘Not a bit. Happy as Larry.’

‘Good. Now I have to fly – I’m in the middle of three breakfasts, and Ben has just spilt the milk. Touch base with Hugh if you need someone to talk to. See you in Clare – don’t be late.’

She hangs up before he can reply. Living on Roone for less than a year, and already she’s become as much a part of the island as James and Andy. Nell’s next-door neighbour – theirs too after today. Walter’s old house turned into a bed and breakfast; the scattiest on the island, he’s sure.

‘Can’t cook to save my life,’ Laura admits to anyone who enquires, but so disarmingly that people forgive her anything. James wouldn’t be surprised to hear she had the guests making their own full Irish, and feeling they’d been specially chosen to do it.

He throws his phone onto the bed and finishes dressing.
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Once upon a time Nell Mulcahy fell in love with James Baker.

They’re made for one another, everyone says it. Much more suited than Nell and Tim ever were, it’s obvious now. He’d never have settled on Roone, that fellow. Never tried to get to know anyone, back to Dublin in his fancy car every Sunday night. Just as well it didn’t work out with him and Nell.

Funny that she moved from one brother to the other, though, wasn’t it? Funny that she didn’t go for James in the first place, seeing as how they were friends ever before she met Tim. Everyone already matching the two of them up, then along comes Tim and sweeps her off her feet. And now look at her, settling on James after all. Better, though. Much better.

They don’t say all that to Nell’s face, of course. They say it to Laura’s face – or rather, Maisie Kiely did, about a month ago.

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ she said, holding out her sherry glass for Laura to refill, ‘we all think the world of Nell, we’d love to see her settled down. But there’s been so much upset, hasn’t there? Her father leaving out of the blue like that, whatever was wrong with him, and then the whole business with Tim, and right after that her lovely little house burning down. And when she was all set to marry James, everything cancelled again with what happened to poor Moira, God love her. You’d wonder will things ever go right for her.’

‘They didn’t cancel. They’re still getting married.’

Maisie looked offended. ‘But not on Roone. Not here, where all her friends are. They’re going to Clare, and only having their families there. What kind of a wedding is that going to be?’

Laura thought it best not to mention that she’d been invited, the only non-family guest. ‘The main thing is they’ll be married – and they can always have a bit of a party here later on.’

‘They can, I suppose.’ Maisie pursed her lips and sipped her sherry. ‘And what about yourself?’ She searched the sitting room and found Gavin going from group to group with a bottle of red wine in one hand and a teapot in the other. ‘Has he any notion of making an honest woman of you?’

‘Any day now,’ Laura told her. No need to mention that she’d already turned poor Gav down twice: Maisie would have it around the island before teatime.

It was just before Easter. It was the official opening of Walter’s Place, which was what Laura and Gavin had decided to call the B&B, seeing as how everyone still referred to the house as precisely that, even though poor Walter would have been gone two years in July, and Laura and Gavin had moved in last August. It would probably be known as Walter’s place long after she and Gav – and possibly the twins – were pushing up daisies in Roone’s quaint little graveyard, or wherever they all ended up.

‘We’re bowing to the inevitable,’ Laura said to Nell, who agreed that they might as well.

Poor Nell, so shaken by her mother’s death, so quiet and sad for weeks afterwards, her wedding plans with James put on hold until she could find the will to move forward with them. The second time something had happened to mess with her dream of walking down the aisle.

And poor Moira, who had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Crossing a street in Tralee just before Christmas, mown down by a car that had skidded on black ice and rammed straight into her. Gone to Tralee to choose a birthday present for Nell, not realising as she went across on the ferry that morning that she was travelling to her death.

But that’s in the past, and they all have to look to the future now. Laura spoons scrambled eggs onto toast and remembers the night she did her level best to seduce the man who is marrying Nell today, when she and the boys had rented Nell’s house for a fortnight, two summers ago.

Stripping off for him in Nell’s sitting room while the twins were asleep, dying for the feel of a man’s hands on her body, and widowed James Baker with his tragic blue eyes had seemed the ideal candidate for the job.

His heart hadn’t been in it. She’d known that, and had been willing to overlook it. She wasn’t asking him to put a ring on her finger, just to make her happy for an hour. But then Seamus had woken up, and by the time Laura had quietened him and come back to the sitting room, James had thought better of the whole thing, had buttoned himself up again and was ready to go home.

Just as well, seeing how things had worked out with him and Nell. Bit awkward now maybe, if he and Laura had had a fling. And she’d ended up meeting Gav anyway, as soon as she and the boys had gone back to Dublin.

She fishes a poached egg out of its saucepan and plops it onto a plate as the kettle comes to the boil and clicks off. ‘Ben, elbows down,’ she says, pouring water into the waiting teapot, lifting the egg again to slide a slice of toast beneath it.

‘How can you see?’

‘Mammy eyes,’ she tells him, ‘in the back of my head.’

No pair of Mammy eyes needed to know his elbows are on the table. Ten times a meal she has to remind him, and Seamus not once. They never cease to amaze her, these two miracles of hers.

She delivers the breakfasts – mushrooms forgotten on the full Irish, third time this week, but her offer to provide them is brushed aside, thanks be to God: barely enough time as it is to get herself ready for the wedding. She checks her watch on the way back to the kitchen. Gav due home from his rounds any minute, three-quarters of an hour tops before Hugh and Imelda arrive to pick her up.

‘Schoolbags,’ she says, elbowing open the door, hands full with cereal bowls and juice glasses. ‘Seamus, did you feed the hens?’

‘It’s Ben’s turn.’

‘Is not. I did it the last day.’

And while she’s sorting that out Gav arrives, and she hands over to him and heads upstairs, praying for no interruptions. Amazing how indispensable she becomes the minute she disappears.

In the bedroom she pulls her T-shirt over her head and steps out of her size-eighteen skirt. She takes the bright pink dress from the wardrobe and holds it up before the mirror. Is the colour a bit daring, considering her current shape? Will she look like a giant ball of candy floss?

Probably, but at this stage she has no choice. She steps into the dress and eases it up over her bump. She’s not looking forward to the journey in the back of Imelda’s car – for the past few months she’s been useless in any kind of vehicle – but she’s impatient to see the church again, to sit within its thick walls and feel its serenity.

The church had been her idea. She’d told Nell about it back in March.

‘It’s on the coast road between Liscannor and Doolin, halfway up a little hill. Aaron and I found it when we spent a week driving around Clare, the summer before the boys were born. We didn’t expect it to be open but it was. It was deserted except for a little black kitten fast asleep on a pew near the door. We sat there for about twenty minutes.’

Nell flicked a pebble from the stone wall. They stood on either side of it, huddled into jackets. ‘What was it like?’

‘Well, it wasn’t in the least bit fancy. No padding on the kneelers, plain whitewashed walls, very few statues. I remember the sun coming out from behind a cloud and lighting up the stained glass in the windows. The colours were so vivid, they splashed onto the altar and the walls. I could smell flowers, even though there weren’t any that I could see. And we could hear the sea quite clearly, although it was some distance away. There was something incredibly peaceful about the place, and Aaron felt it too. I think you’d like it.’

‘How long ago?’

‘About eight years.’

‘Is it still there?’

‘I have no idea – but it would be easy enough to find out. I just thought it might suit, you know. Close to the sea, not a million miles away. It might be what you’re looking for.’

Nell didn’t answer. Look at her, Laura thought, still so fragile. Eyes brimming at the smallest thing. She needed the comfort of a wedding, needed James to be moved in, and Andy. Let normal life resume with a husband to look after her, and a stepson for her to nurture.

‘Would I see if I can find it again?’ Laura asked. ‘I could hunt around on the internet.’

‘Do.’

‘And if you wanted to see it I could go with you, if James wasn’t free.’

And when Laura had managed to track it down, and Nell had phoned the parish priest and made an appointment to visit, that was exactly what they had done the following Monday.

‘You won’t feel it till the B&B is open,’ Nell said, as she drove them to the ferry. ‘Are you looking forward to running it?’

‘Well, I’m not looking forward to the toilet-scrubbing or the bed-making, not to mention the hoovering and dusting and washing and ironing, but it’ll be nice to be earning something again. The only part I’m really dreading is the breakfast.’

‘Is it? But you’re well able to fry a sausage.’

‘I am – even I couldn’t really cock that up – but it’s the thought of the smell of it every morning. I’m nearly gagging just talking about it now.’

‘Really? But you love fry-ups.’

‘I do – when I’m not pregnant … Mind the ditch there.’

‘You’re pregnant? Since when?’

‘I think about the middle of November. I haven’t done a test but I’m four months late, and I can’t look at food till noon – and I’ve already put on nearly a stone. I’m pregnant alright.’

‘Laura, that’s wonderful, congratulations – but four months? You really should have gone to Dr Jack by now.’

‘I will, when I get around to it. Not that he’ll tell me anything I don’t already know, apart from a more accurate due date.’

‘But he still needs to check you out and make sure everything’s OK. Have you told Gavin?’

‘I have. He’s over the moon.’

He’d cried when she’d broken the news – first time she’d seen him in tears. Big baby tears, his whole face dissolving, bless him. She’d felt like holding a tissue to his nose and telling him to blow, like she’d do with the boys.

‘Aisling didn’t want kids,’ he wept. ‘At least, that’s what she told me.’ Aisling is his ex. She’s had two children with Roy, whom she was seeing – and doing a lot more than seeing – while she was still married to Gavin. Poor old softie Gav.

‘It’s a girl, by the way,’ she said to Nell.

‘A girl? How can you know? You haven’t had a scan.’

‘No, but it feels like a girl.’

‘Oh, come on – you can’t possibly tell.’

‘Wait and see.’

And as it turns out, Laura was half right. She smooths the pink dress down over her mountain of a stomach. What she knows now, after finally getting around to seeing Dr Jack, is that she isn’t having a girl, she’s having two. Twins again – and with a little over three months still to go, she’s well on the way to the hippopotamus look she wore so well when she was expecting the boys.

It was planned. They wanted a baby – Gav really wanted one, and Laura had no objection. Of course, they could have planned it a bit better, arranged for the baby to arrive around Christmas when things were quiet, rather than in the middle of the tourist season.

No matter: she’ll manage, like she always does. She managed when her opera-singer mother moved to Australia with Trudi, her voice coach, leaving twelve-year-old Laura to take her chances with Luke, who was always more interested in making art than looking after his daughter. She’d coped when he disowned her for marrying Aaron, a penniless unemployed bricklayer, a month after her nineteenth birthday.

The only time she almost fell apart was when Aaron was found swinging from the end of a rope a week before his twin sons were born, depression finally proving that Laura was no match for it. She’d been tossed into a nightmare of black days and endless nights, sleep a distant memory. Tears beyond her, so mired in shock and grief she was.

Thank God for her stepmother Susan, who had taken over the babies, practically becoming their surrogate mother until Laura eventually crawled out of Hell and found a way to carry on without Aaron. The wound he left inside her will always be there, but eight years on she and the boys have Gav, and they’ve begun a new life on Roone, and the future is showing distinct signs of turning out well.

She unpins and reassembles her hair, anchoring it with several clips to the top of her head. Poor Nell, dying to get her scissors to it, but Laura is hanging on to her Meg Ryan tumble of curls until she hits forty at least. She pats on foundation, adds a smudge of blusher, a slick of mascara, a stroke of lip gloss.

She eyes the face in the mirror, sticking out her chin to make the second one disappear. Only thing about a bit of fat, it keeps the wrinkles away. She’d pass for twenty-three, which is probably as much as an overworked twenty-seven-year-old mother of two can hope for.

Mother of four soon. The thought excites and unnerves her in roughly equal parts. Think positive, she tells herself. Two sweet little girls to dress in shocking pink and lime green, and teach how to handle boys. That, or two hungry squalling creatures to keep her and Gav up half the night. Maybe Nell and James would like to adopt one. Or maybe she’ll persuade Susan to abandon Luke and move in with them for the first six months.

She crosses to the window and looks out at the view that was Walter’s all his life. A field across the road dotted with Michael Brown’s sheep and beyond it the sea, the sight of it never failing to make her breathe easier. She pushes up the sash window and sticks her head out, inhaling the glorious seaweed-scented air. Better than any perfume, and free to anyone who wants it.

A good enough day to get married, not as fine as yesterday but not bad. The sun trying to find a way out through the clouds, a bit of a breeze blowing but no sign of rain. Hopefully the same in Clare. She turns her head to look down the road, and makes out what is probably Hugh and Imelda’s maroon car making its way towards her. On the dot, as usual.

Imelda doesn’t approve of her. Oh, they get on fine when they meet – she suspects Imelda is amused by her – but the fact that Laura and Gav aren’t married wouldn’t go down well there. And Laura hasn’t missed the glances when she wears her low-cut tops – she can hear Imelda tut-tutting in her head. Pity about her: Laura was blessed with generous curves, and sees no harm at all in showing them off. Might be a bit of jealousy there too, Imelda not being what anyone would call well endowed.

She and Nell’s uncle are a match made in Heaven. Hugh is lovely, but a bit prim and proper like Imelda. Bet she’s glad she bumped into him, at the ripe old age of fifty-whatever-she-was. Probably given up hope, probably reading convent brochures and wondering which one to book into.

Laura squeezes her swollen feet into shoes that will be kicked off as soon as she gets into the car. She puts lip gloss, purse, compact, confetti and camera into Nell’s little sequined grey bag. No phone: let her have a proper day off for the first time in nine months. Whatever emergency happens can wait till she gets back.

As she walks downstairs the front doorbell rings, and she makes out Hugh’s shape behind the frosted glass.
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‘Lovely bright dress,’ Imelda says, as Laura gets in. Maybe slightly too bright for her current size – so big already, and still a few months to go – and a bit indecent on top, as usual, but the pink colour suits her, and her face is really pretty. Pity she wouldn’t get Nell to take a bit off her hair, though: there’s just so much of it, and always half tumbling down.

‘Did you talk to Nell this morning?’ Imelda asks.

Laura shakes her head, dislodging a hair clip. ‘I meant to ring her,’ she says, pushing it more or less back into place, ‘but I was up to my eyes.’

‘I tried her about an hour ago but got no answer – she must have been in the shower.’

‘James rang. He says he’s fine, but I think he might have a bit of stage fright.’

‘Oh, poor thing.’ Imelda meets Hugh’s eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘You thought he was nervous when you talked to him yesterday, didn’t you?’

‘Just a bit. You girls don’t realise what we go through when we get married.’

Imelda smiles as she turns the key, remembering Hugh’s white face on the day of their wedding. Not that she hadn’t been terrified herself, shaking like a leaf as she’d walked up the aisle on her brother-in-law’s arm. A bride at last at fifty-four, too sick with nerves to enjoy the experience until it was over and she was sitting beside Hugh at the top table in Manning’s reception room.

She drives the fifty yards to Nell’s gate and Hugh gets out again. ‘I should have phoned,’ Laura murmurs, as they watch him walk up the path to the red front door.

Imelda thinks of Moira, and how much she would have loved to be here on her daughter’s wedding day. ‘I’m delighted it’s James,’ she’d confided to Imelda, the very last time they talked. ‘Tim was lovely, but I couldn’t see him settling on Roone, and Nell would never have been happy living in Dublin. And I’m so glad that James found someone else after his wife died. I always hoped that he would.’

It was December. They were drinking coffee in Lelia’s, like they often did, and Moira was telling her about the shopping trip to Tralee she was taking the following day to find a birthday present for Nell. Imelda can still see Moira pulling on her grey winter coat and easing her hands into black leather gloves. The last living image of her.

‘’Bye for the present,’ she’d said, leaning over to brush her cheek against Imelda’s. ‘I’ll give you a ring tomorrow evening, let you know how I get on.’ But the phone call had never happened, and the next time Imelda had seen her, Moira was lying under a sheet on a slab in a Tralee hospital morgue.

‘You don’t have to come with me,’ Hugh had said, his face destroyed by the news they’d just got – but of course Imelda had gone with him. She’d driven him to the ferry, she’d held his hand as they crossed the steel-grey sea. She’d listened to him weeping quietly as she’d crawled every icy mile of the horrendous road to Tralee, and she’d thought of Moira making her way carefully along the same road that very morning, never to come home again.

She pushes aside the bleak memory as Nell’s front door opens and she emerges, pulling it closed behind her. Imelda watches as she embraces Hugh, arms wrapped tightly around her uncle for several seconds. She sees her drawing back, pulling a tissue from the little cream-coloured bag slung on her shoulder, dabbing briefly at her eyes, shaking her head at some remark of Hugh’s.

Poor creature, preparing for her wedding day all alone, her mother’s loss still so acutely felt. Imelda kicks herself for not having thought to spend the previous night in Nell’s house: she should have had some company this morning.

Laura opens her car door. ‘I’ll sit in the back with Nell,’ she says, clambering out. The same thought in her head probably, not that she could have stayed at Nell’s, with her two little boys and a house full of guests to look after. But Imelda has no such distractions, just her and Hugh, who could easily have been left on his own. How could she have been so thoughtless?

Nell is dressed in sky blue, a simple sleeveless shift dress in linen that stops just above the knee. She carries a cream jacket slung over one arm. Her shoulder-length brown hair is parted to one side and held off her face with a small tortoiseshell slide. Her eyes are red-rimmed, her cheeks flushed, but she’s smiling as she approaches the car.

‘Morning,’ she says, reaching in through Imelda’s open window to kiss her cheek. She smells of soap.

Imelda puts a hand on her arm. ‘How are you, darling?’

‘Oh, you know, a bit of a mess.’ The query causing her eyes to fill again, reaching into her bag to retrieve the tissue. ‘I knew it would be like this – but I’m happy, honestly. I’m finally getting married!’ A small laugh, damp with tears.

Imelda squeezes her arm. ‘You look beautiful.’ And heartbroken. ‘I have the flowers in the boot. They’re in a cool box.’

‘Thanks.’

The car’s rear door opens. ‘Come in here,’ Laura instructs. ‘I have to tell you about the pair from Oklahoma who stayed last night – he’s a faith healer, and she had demons coming out her ears until she met him. Mad as coots.’

Doing her best to distract. Nell climbs in as Hugh takes his seat beside Imelda, and they set off for Clare. The waistband of Imelda’s wine trouser suit is snugger than she remembers: serves her right for not checking to see if it still fitted. The last time she wore it was for Marian and Vernon’s thirtieth wedding anniversary last August – she must have put on a few pounds since then. Better cut out the bread for a while, and the butter.

As they approach the pier the eleven o’clock ferry is docking. James and Andy will have taken the earlier one, by prior arrangement: wouldn’t do for the bride to arrive before the groom. They wait as the cars drive off the ferry, every one of them with a licence plate from a different Irish county, except one that has come all the way from France. It’s the May bank holiday, the proper start of the tourist season on Roone.

Imelda enjoys the island in summer, full of colour and bustle. It was the time of year she saw it first, when she came with Marian and Vernon to stay in Nell’s house for a fortnight. They didn’t get great weather – she remembers coming home from a walk more than once like a drowned rat – but rain has never bothered her. And of course she’d met Hugh on one of those rainy days.

As they wait to board, Sergeant Fox drives past in his squad car. ‘Going a bit fast,’ Hugh remarks. ‘Must be an emergency.’

Imelda smiles. The biggest emergency since she’s come to live on the island was one of Jack Flaherty’s cows out on the road, up by the creamery. Sergeant Fox must have the easiest job in Ireland, stationed on Roone for the past twenty-odd years. No need at all for a guard most of the time, thankfully.

She finds Nell in her rear-view mirror. She watches her checking her face in a little compact, dabbing her nose and cheeks with a sponge. Her wedding day at last, after two false starts. Unable to celebrate it on her beloved island without her mother there to see her, but marrying the man she loves with her father waiting to walk her up the aisle, and if anyone deserves her story to have a happy ending, it’s Nell Mulcahy.

The last car drives off the ferry and Leo Considine beckons them on. Imelda starts the engine and they leave the island behind them.
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All morning she’s been fighting tears, or giving in to them. Couldn’t answer the phone to Imelda earlier, couldn’t talk to anyone just then, the grief pouring out of her.

‘I’m off to Tralee in the morning,’ Mam had told her on the phone, ‘need to pick up a few things’ – and Nell hadn’t tried to dissuade her from travelling on the icy roads, knowing she’d be wasting her time. Mam always listened to what you had to say, then quietly did whatever she’d been planning to do.

‘Be careful,’ Nell said instead, her head full of the wedding that was happening in ten days’ time, no room for anything else. Her thirty-fifth birthday, just two days away, hardly thought of in the excitement. ‘Go easy on the roads, sounds like they’re treacherous.’

‘Oh, you needn’t worry – I’ll crawl all the way.’

But crawling all the way hadn’t saved her, and in the end the wedding plans had come to nothing, and Nell had spent her birthday putting her mother into the ground.

Her eyes are burning. She looks nothing like a radiant bride. Poor John Silver mustn’t have known what to think, putting a paw into her lap as she sat bawling at the table in her pink dressing gown, toast untouched, tea getting cold. I’m OK, she’d told him, cradling his paw in her hands, but he’d known she wasn’t.

Getting into the blue dress afterwards, she was reminded of the very different one she’d got when she was engaged to Tim. Cost a fortune but so beautiful, a proper wedding dress in the palest sea green, handmade silk flowers trailing across its off-the-shoulder neckline, tiny mother-of-pearl triangular buttons dotting their way down the bodice.

She remembered trying it on for the first time, how fluidly it draped itself over her body, nestling up against her curves as if it had been waiting for her. She remembered its softness against her skin, how transformed she looked in the bridal-shop mirror. She remembered thinking, This is the one.

Such plans she’d had, over two hundred and fifty on her guest list, practically the whole adult population of Roone. Poor Henry Manning nearly having a canary when she went to the hotel to book the reception and told him how many he was going to have to feed.

Laura talks away beside her, doing her best to keep Nell from brooding. Funny to think that the two women in the car would hardly be with her today if they hadn’t each decided to book a stay in her house two summers ago. Imelda married to Hugh now, Laura living on the island with Gavin, Nell’s third tenant. You couldn’t make it up.

Two years ago Nell was engaged to Tim – and now look at her, on the way to marry his brother. Two years ago her parents were still together, and Mam was still alive. The tears threaten again. She blinks hard and turns to Laura.

‘Did you remember the camera?’

‘Of course I remembered the camera. Some official photographer I’d be if I forgot it.’

‘You don’t have to spend your day taking photos. A few is all I want.’

‘Don’t you worry about that, I love it.’

‘Pity Gavin couldn’t come, and the boys.’

‘Are you kidding me? The best thing about today – apart from you getting married, obviously – is that I’ve escaped on my own. Fond as I am of the men in my life, you have no idea how happy that makes me.’

‘Well, I’d have liked them to be here.’ Nell winds the window down an inch. ‘I’m really glad you suggested that church – have I told you that?’

‘Once or twice.’

‘It’s always open,’ the priest had told her, ‘on the owner’s instructions. Just turn the handle and walk in, and then come and see me after’ – and as soon as she’d entered the stone church, Nell knew she’d found the place she was to be married in.

It was simply laid out, as Laura had said. Roughly finished whitewashed walls, plain wooden seats, a small unadorned altar over which a little softly glowing red lamp was suspended on a chain from the ceiling.

Four square stained-glass windows on each side wall, fourteen mounted line drawings depicting the Stations of the Cross running beneath the windows. A statue of the Madonna and Child to the left of the altar, a plain crucifix to the right, a single confessional box by the door.

A faint smell of incense hung in the still air. The sea could be heard rumbling distantly through the door they left ajar. Nell slipped into a pew across the aisle from Laura and they sat in silence for several minutes. Here, Nell thought. This is the place, right here. She closed her eyes and listened to the sea and gave herself up to the serenity of the building and tried to think about nothing.

Eventually she heard Laura getting to her feet. She opened her eyes.

‘Let’s go and meet this priest,’ Laura said. ‘I could kill for a cuppa.’

They found his house as he had described it, tucked into the lee of the six-foot-high stone wall that separated it from the church.

‘Hello,’ he said, smiling. ‘Which one of you is Nell?’

His breath smelt of coffee. His head was completely bald, bushy eyebrows compensating, freckly skin around his grey eyes splitting into creases. The backs of his hands sprinkled with sandy hairs and mottled with pale brown daubs, the left sleeve of his dark green jumper unravelling at the cuff. Grey sneakers under black trousers.

They shook hands: his was warm, despite the biting cold of the day. No sign yet of summer in the first week of April, no hint of the lengthening of the days that was to come.

He showed them into the sitting room, whose every horizontal surface – coffee table, mantelpiece, shelves and much of the floor – was hidden under framed photos, mismatched table lamps, glass bowls full of shells and pebbles, a clutch of peacock feathers poking from a big green bottle, several pots of houseplants in dubious health, a handle-less cup of cocktail sticks, a brown teapot missing its lid and holding a clutch of biros, unstable-looking towers of books, stacked boxes of Monopoly and chess, Cluedo and Scrabble (a little rubber mouse perching on top), precarious pillars of CDs, bundles of ruffle-edged magazines.

There was a musty feel to the room, as if its single window was rarely opened, but the creamy-yellow walls lent a homely air. The big wooden fireplace inset with dark green tiles was filled with reddened coals, and the couch he cleared of newspapers for them was deeply comfortable.

‘Griffin,’ he’d told them, as they’d shaken hands, ‘but Noel is fine.’ He made a pot of tea, and produced fig rolls to go with it.

‘You don’t mind if he stays?’ he enquired, gesturing at the kitten – tabby, not black, but maybe a descendant of the one Laura had seen years earlier – that had followed him in from the kitchen and leapt onto his lap as soon as he sat down. They assured him they didn’t.

‘I love a good wedding,’ he told them.

‘There won’t be many of us,’ Nell said. ‘Ten altogether.’

‘Small,’ he agreed, scratching absently under the kitten’s chin with his index finger as it nestled into him, purring loudly. ‘No matter: it’s quality that counts, not quantity. Do please have some of the biscuits.’

‘It’s Monday of the May bank holiday we were thinking of – would that suit?’

‘Should be fine. I don’t think there’s anything booked. What time had you in mind?’

‘Maybe early afternoon. We’ll be coming up from Roone – most of us will.’

‘Ah, Roone. I spent a week there a good few years back. A lovely spot.’

‘Yes … So, around half past two?’

‘That sounds fine.’ He rummaged on the chock-full mantelpiece and found a pair of glasses. He perched them on his nose and leafed through a big leather-bound notebook he took from the top drawer of a bureau in the corner. ‘Yes, Monday the sixth is free. I’ll pencil you in right now.’

‘Thank you.’

He looked at Nell over the glasses. ‘I’ll need a letter from each of your parish priests, just to make sure you’re not secretly married to other people. And you’ll want to think about any readings you’d like, and music too – or maybe you have all that sorted already.’

‘No … I’ll get back to you on those, if that’s alright.’

‘That’s fine.’

Laura left the room then to use the loo – ‘first door at the top of the stairs’ – and there was a small pause, during which Nell watched the kitten, playing now with the loose thread on the priest’s sleeve, quite possibly, she thought, the cause of it in the first place. They’d always had a cat at home. Mam loved them. She felt her throat becoming tight, and lifted her mug quickly.

‘Nell, I hope you’ll forgive me,’ the priest said then, taking off the glasses and pushing both his sleeves to the elbow, ‘but it strikes me that there’s something saddening you. Feel free to tell me to mind my own business – but if you want to talk about anything, I’m a good listener.’

Lord, he’d noticed. She couldn’t pretend everything was fine. ‘We had a … family tragedy,’ she began, ‘a few months ago, just before Christmas.’ Blinking rapidly as she watched the kitten, curled up now, head tucked into its little ball of a body. ‘My mother—’ She broke off, unable to get the words past the hot lump in her throat.

The priest was instantly contrite, setting the kitten on the arm of his chair as he got to his feet, offering tissues from a box he conjured out of the room’s clutter, suggesting a little drop of brandy.

‘I wonder if he’ll bring the kitten to the wedding,’ Laura says.

Nell turns, surprised at the parallel tracks their thoughts have been running along. Or not so surprising, given the day that’s in it.

Ferry operator Leo Considine appears at Imelda’s open window, brushes aside the money Hugh offers him. ‘On the house today,’ he says, winking at Nell. ‘All the best to you now.’ The whole of Roone aware that it’s her wedding day.

She thanks Leo, sits back and looks at the patchwork of grey and blue and white sky above her. She’s on her way to marry James. In a few hours she’ll be his wife. The happiness sits quietly within her, side by side with the sadness.
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She grips his arm tightly all the way up the aisle. Thirty feet, forty at the most. He takes it slowly, wanting to make it last, wanting to hang on to her for as long as possible. The symbolism of the act isn’t lost on him – the ancient ritual of a woman being surrendered by one man to another – and as they continue their measured procession he wonders if other fathers feel the resistance he’s aware of, a reluctance that might even be a sort of jealousy.
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