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For Carmel, who was poised to save the day




Prologue
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Each year, the post office printed a leaflet that gave you the last dates for sending Christmas parcels overseas. You could find the same information on the internet, and that was far more convenient, but Pat Fitz liked having the leaflets as well. They were part of a thrilling countdown that she looked forward to every year.


You’d get the first real nip in the air around the end of October or the beginning of November. There’d be a tang of wood smoke curling from garden bonfires, and sea salt blown by Atlantic winds. As the bracken and wildflowers died back on the mountains, the grey shapes of the stone walls would stand out between the fields. In the town, the lights would glow in the shops as the evenings began to get foggy. And if you went for a walk on the beach you’d need a scarf.


Then, as November went on, you’d start to get in the fruits and spices to make the cake and the pudding. And the deli down the way from the butcher’s would start selling Christmas treats. There’d be long boxes of sticky black dates preserved in honey, and old-fashioned sweets that Pat’s husband ate, like Hadji Bey’s Turkish Delight, and things she liked herself, like Amaretti. And chocolate Bath Oliver biscuits in tall tins.


Then, come December, you’d be looking for lifts into Carrick, to start choosing presents to send to the grandkids. And you’d drop round the corner to Lissbeg post office to get your stamps and your airmail stickers, and see if the leaflets were out. Pat always tucked hers up on the mantelpiece over the range. The truth was that she knew well what the postal dates were for Canada. They hardly changed at all from year to year. But the sight of the leaflet lifted her heart – and, anyway, there were different dates for posting cards and parcels. She always sent hers early, but you’d want to be sure all the same.


One year, at a Christmas fête, she’d found cards that were photographs of Broad Street. You could see the shops on one side, and the old convent on the other, and the horse trough in the centre covered in snow, like sugar icing, and bright stars above in the night sky. And there was a glittery bunch of mistletoe in the top right-hand corner, with glittery writing underneath that said ‘Across the Miles …’.


Her kitchen was on the first floor, at the front of the house, above the butcher’s shop. It was a fierce busy time of year and a great season for business. Ger would be below at the counter, trussing up Christmas turkeys. And Pat would be above in the firelight, with the kettle singing on the range and the tea made.


And each year, as the excitement built, the coloured lights strung out across Broad Street would shine onto the table where she’d sit writing her cards.




One
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Cassie Fitzgerald’s family was upwardly mobile. Thirty-five years ago her dad, Sonny, had come to Canada from a rugged little peninsula on the west coast of Ireland and within five years had become a citizen, found a job, achieved promotion, and married Cassie’s mom, a go-getter who’d started a business at her kitchen table and turned it into an empire. Well, maybe not exactly an empire but certainly Toronto’s fastest-growing office-employment agency.


Five years later, having built up an impressive portfolio of contacts, Sonny had branched out on his own and, armed with Irish charm and a reputation for innovation, established a computer company that came to employ eighty people. So, having started married life in a cramped apartment, he and his wife Annette now owned a house in a leafy suburb, complete with a three-car garage, a landscaped garden, and an open-plan kitchen with a made-to-measure breakfast island.


Along the way they’d produced Cassie and her two siblings. And, in proper Fitzgerald fashion, the older kids were now building empires of their own. Cathleen had her own knitwear label and a growing list of contracts with high-end stores. And Norah, who was a bit low on academic qualifications but high on social ambition, had married the heir to a chain of motels, so no problem there.


It was Cassie, the youngest, who was the problem, at least in the eyes of her parents. With top grades at school and all the advantages of the family’s hard-won position, she could have done anything – she could have had her pick of university places, been an intern in any firm she liked – but instead she’d announced at the age of sixteen that she planned to work as a hairdresser. On cruise ships. She wasn’t interested in upward mobility, she told them. She was going to see life.


There was no arguing with her. Before making the announcement to her parents, she’d found and signed up for a hairdressing course, and established when and how to join a waiting list for placements with liner companies. And by the time she’d finished her course and been through a local apprenticeship, a job had come up on a short cruise from Vancouver to Alaska.


Her mom was horrified. ‘Alaska! You’ll freeze and there’s nothing to see there.’


Cassie told her she was crazy. ‘There’s glaciers and grizzly bears and acres of rain forest. And it’s in September so we’ll see the Northern Lights.’


‘But you’ve got to get all the way to Vancouver first.’


‘Well, yes, that’s part of the fun. Dad can donate his air miles and call it my birthday present.’


‘And what happens when you’re back?’


‘Who knows? If I like the first trip I might sign on for another. Or if I feel like a change of climate I’ll head for the Bahamas. Or somewhere. That’s the point, Mom. I’m going to hang loose and take it as it comes.’


The cruise had turned out to be fun. There were occasions when she groaned at the thought of yet another middle-aged woman wanting her hair set in rollers. And there were some dodgy moments when one of the stewards decided he fancied her, and kept going on about her Irish eyes. Still, lots of the people she met were really interesting. She wasn’t supposed to socialise with the passengers but, on the other hand, it was part of her job to be pleasant. So, taking care to keep things appropriate, she made friends wherever she found them. On a long hike across the tundra, a bearded travel writer from Chicago told her all about his book. The following night she lay on deck and watched the Northern Lights with a Swedish girl who turned out to be an astronomer. And on a shining day, surrounded by miles of white saxifrage and pink fireweed, she celebrated her nineteenth birthday with whale blubber and dried caribou.


On that first cruise Cassie realised that, if she wanted to up her game, she’d need more experience as a stylist. Never one to do things by halves, she spent seven solid months on land improving her CV. As a result her next cruise took her further from home and paid better. It was three balmy summer months on a classier ship for richer, more stand-offish people, but the girls who shared her cabin were easy to get along with, and some of her clients actually wanted a proper cut and colour. On the Alaskan job she’d kept her own hair pretty nondescript – classic and obviously cared-for, but not really her style. This time her boss was out to encourage the wealthy passengers to experiment with expensive cuts and treatments, so Cassie cheerfully had her smooth bob chopped into an asymmetrical crop with a long, feathery fringe tipped with peacock blue streaks. The effect on the ship’s salon’s takings was remarkable, and several elderly ladies disembarked looking nothing like the photos in their passports.


When she got home she was tanned by sea air and tropical sunshine, her fringe was tipped with purple and gold, and she’d plaited a row of tiny seashells close to her zigzag parting.


Her mom blinked at her appearance as she hugged her at the door. Then she held her away and shook her head. ‘You didn’t text me your arrival time. I might have been at the office.’


Cassie dumped her case on the kitchen floor and dug in it for presents. ‘I wasn’t expecting a welcome party. You would have turned up sometime. Look, I got this for you in Bathsheba, in Barbados.’ It was a little heart-shaped crystal pendant on a silver chain. ‘One of the ladies at a stall in the food market had a tray of bric-a-brac among the fish. I’d say it’s Victorian, wouldn’t you? God knows where she got it. I didn’t ask!’


Her mom picked up the pendant doubtfully. ‘Well, it’s lovely, sweetie, but do you really think you should have bought it?’


‘Oh, Mom! I don’t mean she snatched it from the neck of a passing tourist. She just had a tray full of bits and pieces. Old postcards and stuff. I spotted that in a corner and spent ages cleaning it up.’


As Annette crossed to the sink and washed her hands fastidiously, Cassie’s lips tightened. ‘Maybe I should have lied and said I got it from an antique store.’


Annette thrust the towel away and reached crossly for the coffee cups. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Cassie, you’ve just come in the door! Don’t start trying to be provocative.’


Meekly sipping her coffee, Cassie told herself that that was the problem. She never tried to be provocative. She didn’t even want to be. But that was how the family always seemed to see her. Provocative, meddling and far too fond of asking questions. And disgracefully unwilling to settle down and get rich.


Probably it had been really dumb to bring Mom a gift she’d picked up at a roadside market. She’d felt such a thrill when she’d spotted the little pendant, though. It was tarnished and grubby but she’d seen at once that the workmanship was beautiful, and she’d known how well it would look around her mother’s elegant neck.


It had taken several hours to clean it, working in her cabin in the evenings with cotton buds and a tin of silver polish borrowed from the purser, then a drop of gin followed by soapy water to shine the crystal heart. And now that Mom knew where it had come from, the chances were she’d never wear it. She probably even saw it as proof that her daughter was a cheapskate, whereas, in fact, Cassie had paid almost as much as it would have cost in a store: it hadn’t seemed fair to cheat the poor fish lady in the market, who clearly hadn’t known what the pendant was worth.


Out of the corner of her eye she could see Mom looking rueful. Ever since Cassie could remember, the two of them had been this way. They’d set off down the wrong track and struggle to find a way back. Neither of them ever meant it to happen but somehow it always did.


Pulling herself together, she set down her coffee cup, tossed back her fringe, and asked how the family was doing. ‘Did Cathleen get that contract she was hoping for? And how are Norah’s kids?’


Mom took the olive branch gracefully enough, and for a while she kept up a smooth flow of talk while Cassie sipped and listened. Norah had found the perfect playgroup for her twins. Cathleen had got the contract and everything was fine; she was thinking of upsizing to a new apartment and changing her personal assistant. ‘The truth is that they’re so busy I haven’t seen them in weeks.’


‘And how’s your own work? And Dad’s?’


‘Couldn’t be better. Exhausting, you know, but things are really expanding. I suppose it’s just as well that you kids are busy too, or I’d feel like a bad mother!’


This seemed so unlikely that Cassie glanced up sharply. The others had upped sticks long ago – it was only she who still treated the family house as home. Anyway, even when they were kids, they’d spent most of their time with au pairs. If Mom was coming down with Guilty Mother Syndrome it was definitely late-onset.


Catching Cassie’s eye, Mom twisted her wedding ring. ‘I mean, in a way it’s a bit difficult that we’re all so busy right now.’


‘Why?’


‘But, of course, you’re not, are you? Busy. I mean, you’re home for a while?’


‘I don’t know. I haven’t made plans.’


‘Well, that’s what I mean. You probably need a rest after all those long hours and hair nets.’


Cassie grinned. ‘More like silver streaks and razor cuts but, yes, I could do with a break. Maybe a month or so. I’ve plenty of savings so I might take a road trip.’


‘The thing is … Dad got a call from Lissbeg the other day.’


‘From Ireland?’ Cassie swivelled round on her stool but Mom had turned away to fetch more coffee, so she couldn’t read her face. ‘Is everything okay?’


‘Fine. Fine. It sounds like Frankie’s shouldering more of the business now the parents are getting older.’


Frankie was Dad’s elder brother. Cassie had never met him, though he and his wife regularly sent birthday and Christmas cards.


‘And are Gran and Grandad okay too?’


She’d never met them either. Grandad ran some kind of retail enterprise he’d set up a million years ago and, according to Dad, he was so focused on work that he never took a vacation. Which, given that he was a Fitzgerald, sounded par for the course. Gran made the odd Skype call and kept in touch a bit on Facebook. Mostly she put up shots of Finfarran – the peninsula where Lissbeg was – and eager requests for news of the family, which usually went unanswered until Mom stuck up a photo.


Now and then, when yet another hand-knit sweater the wrong size arrived in the post as a birthday present, Cassie had felt bad about the lack of real contact with her grandparents. But whenever she’d tried to ask Dad about Ireland, he’d always seemed determined to change the subject. To be honest, she hardly even knew what Granny and Grandad looked like.


Now Mom turned round, holding the coffee pot. ‘They’re both fine. Fighting fit, by the sound of it. In fact, that’s why it’s really great that you’re hanging loose again. The call was about their arrival time. You can pick them up at the airport next Tuesday.’




Two
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Pat Fitz tapped the poker against the bars and, bending down, peered at the flames, like a doctor inspecting a patient. She’d been coping with this range for thirty years and a tap on the bars at the right moment could make all the difference in the mornings. That or a lot of coaxing with a bit of rag and some paraffin. Thirty years was a long time to put up with its sulks and temperaments, though Ger still screwed his face up and referred to it as ‘that new yoke’. It didn’t matter, though. Having tiptoed round it all that time, Pat had the measure of it. And, having coped with Ger for fifty years and more, a sulky range was no bother to her.


It was a damp Irish day with an autumnal nip in the air, which was why she’d lit the range. Mind you, the sun had been splitting the stones yesterday. You never knew what the weather might do in Finfarran. People were always telling each other you could get the four seasons of the year in a single day, and that was true. Especially since you wouldn’t get winters with snow and ice, like you’d see on a Christmas card.


Of course, most years there’d be white caps on the mountains that reared up in the west, dividing the little fishing port of Ballyfin, at the end of the peninsula, from the rest of Finfarran’s farmland, cliffs and villages. And Knockinver, the highest peak in the mountain range, was often silver-white from Christmas to Easter. But here in Lissbeg the worst of the winter howled in as gales from the ocean. Usually accompanied by weeks of mist and rain. Not snow. Pat could almost count on her fingers the times in her life when the town had had a white Christmas.


And, God knew, her memory went way back. She’d grown up in a nearby village and attended Lissbeg’s convent school for girls. Ger had gone to the Christian Brothers’ school down the way, where Brother Hugh sounded just as bad as crazy Sister Benignus. That was how it was back in those days, boys in one school, girls in another, and no place for them to get to know each other, the way kids did these days. Instead, they’d just hung round after school, cracking jokes and taking dares round the stone horse trough in Broad Street.


Neither Pat nor Ger had much time to themselves back then. Pat got a lift home after school from a friend’s dad, who collected them sharp at four in his blue Morris Minor; and Ger was always getting roared at from his dad’s shop across the road. And by the time Ger was fourteen his schooldays were well over. But Pat and her friend Mary, Ger and his mate Tom had made up a foursome by then and, in the end, when Tom had married Mary, Pat had married Ger.


Frankie, who was born a year later, was the apple of his father’s eye. Even when the lads were still at school, Ger had his mind made up to leave him the business. Whatever else you might say about Ger, he was a close man with a nose for a deal, and by the time the lads were in their teens he’d trebled the size of the family farm. He’d bought sites, too, that developers from Carrick came round later and gave him a fortune for.


In fact, if you could believe the gossips, he’d enough banked now to buy and sell half of Finfarran.


Pat herself wasn’t sure that she did believe them, because Ger was a great one to puff himself up and look canny. Half the time you couldn’t be sure that he wasn’t just striking attitudes. But plenty of money went into the till, and she and the lads were always taken proper care of. It was one thing to have a reputation for being a close man, but another to let yourself down in front of the neighbours. Ger wouldn’t do that. And if he wasn’t quite as rich as people said, sure it made him feel good to act like it. He’d always been a little short fella, with a kind of a wizened face on him, and even at school he’d been bullied.


With the fire aflame, Pat closed the range door and glanced round the kitchen. It was strange how big it seemed now, with the flat empty except for the two of them. When she’d married she’d thought it a poor poky place to be rearing children, but the shop and the flat were what they’d been left with and Ger’s brother Miyah had fallen in for the farm. A while back, after Miyah had died, Frankie had built himself a fine new place next to the farmhouse. He and his wife had never had kids, though. And Jim and Sonny were away off in Toronto.


It was Ger who made that happen. He hadn’t worked all his life, he’d said, to see a grand, growing business broken up by his sons. So he’d sent Jim and Sonny to college in Cork and then, with nothing for them at home, they’d gone off as soon as they’d graduated. And, what with work and commitments and the price of fares, neither of them had been back.


Of course, it was easier to keep in touch these days, with Skype and emails. And there was a Fitzgerald Family Facebook page, set up by one of the grandkids over in Canada. But each time Pat posted a photo on that she told herself that the damage was done: her sons were gone and she might never meet her grandkids or Sonny’s daughter’s dotey little twins.


Then she’d take heart again and keep trying. She took photos round the town, or if she went walking, and found out how to get them from her phone onto Facebook. And she tried to put up things that would interest the grandchildren. But sometimes they’d be up there for weeks and nothing would happen. And there were nights when she’d dream that the lads had come home and wake up in tears because they hadn’t.


Now, though, as she put on her coat, she could hardly breathe for excitement. Descending the stairs, she passed through the shop, where Ger was selling rashers to Ann Flood from the pharmacy. There were plenty of tourists walking the pavements of Broad Street in spite of the rain. Plenty of hire cars too, and the odd tour bus, though in a week or so you’d see few enough of them.


Pat waited for a gap in the traffic and crossed to where the old horse trough now stood on an island of grey flagstones, flanked by council benches and planted with scarlet geraniums. Then she ventured into the next stream of traffic and reached the far pavement. She’d already checked her flight details three times this morning, once on her phone and twice on her laptop. Both the phone and the laptop had said exactly the same thing: Patricia Concepta and John Gerard Fitzgerald were checked in on a flight to Toronto next Tuesday. Still, God alone knew what kind of viruses a yoke might have when you’d got it in a place called PhoneMart. Lissbeg Library’s computers were proper, official desktops, installed by the county council. So she’d just drop in there kind of casually, log onto the airline’s website, and take another look at her booking.




Three
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LOUISAS HERE IVE SET JAZZ A PLACE2 U GET SAGE4 LIVER








In the midst of checking out a pile of books, Hanna Casey’s eyes flicked sideways to her phone. It was possible that one day her mother might issue an invitation without following it up with an endless stream of texts, but it didn’t seem likely. So if Hanna had any sense, she told herself crossly, she’d have paid attention to her own neatly printed notices and kept her mobile turned off in the library.


Mary Casey, who was well into her seventies, was born giving orders. The peremptory commands that in Hanna’s childhood were bawled up the stairs or hurled across the kitchen now appeared in a series of gnomic texts, always in upper case and seldom, if ever, punctuated. And Hanna wasn’t the only recipient. Having lost a loving and attentive husband, Mary now transmitted her demands and requirements at random, expecting the instant reactions that she’d had from her beloved Tom.


Hanna squinted sideways again, aware that the young man in front of her was beginning to look aggrieved. Originally she’d been invited to drop over for supper, but now it seemed that her daughter Jazz was going to be there as well. And with the appearance of the signature liver casserole, and the addition of Louisa, her ex-mother-in-law, to the invitation list, the casual supper was obviously turning into a family party.


Flustered, she shot back OK, smiled apologetically at the young man, and told him to enjoy his weekend reading. Then she realised that each book she had just swiped out dealt with diseases in fish.


A second text appeared on her phone with a ping:






BRING THAT ARCHITECT AND A DROP OF CREAM 4THETART








Hanna’s teeth clicked together in annoyance, and the young man took his books and left, obviously making mental comments on inattentive librarians. As he opened the door he stood back politely and, looking up as she turned off her phone, Hanna saw Pat Fitzgerald. ‘How’s it going, Pat? All set for your trip?’


‘Well, yes … more or less. Just a few last bits and pieces.’ Pat reached into her bag and produced a library book. ‘This is due back before we come home so I thought I’d bring it over.’


‘You shouldn’t have bothered. You could have renewed it online.’


‘Yes, well … I was passing anyway.’


‘Anything else I can do for you?’


‘No. Well, yes. Could I have a quick look on a computer?’


‘They’re all booked for the class at ten but you can if it’s just for a minute.’


‘I’ve the laptop packed, you see, and my phone wants charging.’


‘No problem. Work away.’ Hanna smiled. The chances were that Pat’s luggage had been packed for at least a week. The whole town was aware of her upcoming trip, and most people were delighted for her. Everyone knew how she’d missed her sons and wanted to meet her grandkids, and it was clear that if things had been left to Ger, the trip would never have been booked. His reputation for meanness was legendary.


But then there’d been a breakthrough. At sixty-nine, Pat had learned how to use the internet. The idea had been to improve her contact with her family, but in a year or so she was teaching a computer class in the library. And one day, in the midst of a session on search engines, she’d seen an unbeatable deal on flights to Toronto.


Hanna suspected that if Pat had been alone she’d never have made the booking. But her class of pensioners had egged her on, and before she knew it, she’d bought the flights on her credit card. Not only that, but the class knew how little the trip had cost her. So if Ger Fitz had made a fuss, the whole town would have despised him.


Recently, as Pat’s planning for her trip had become more intense, she’d arranged for Hanna’s library assistant to take over her class. Now Pat looked up from the computer and said she hoped it was going smoothly.


‘It’s going grand and you’re not to worry. Conor has them eating out of his hand.’


Pat beamed and said that her own last-minute arrangements were coming together perfectly. ‘I’ve a cousin in Dublin with a house on the north side, where Ger and I can stay on Monday night. So we’re all set at this end, and I heard today that Cassie’s going to meet us in Toronto.’


‘Is she one of the grandchildren?’


‘Sonny’s youngest. Cassandra. She’d be about a year younger than your Jazz. Cassandra Mary Margaret Fitzgerald. Isn’t that a dreadful name to go wishing on some poor baby?’


‘Why did they choose it?’


‘God knows! It won’t have been Sonny’s choice, I know that.’


Hanna’s lips twitched. ‘Maybe his wife enjoys Jane Austen.’


‘Didn’t Jane Austen write Emma? We had to read it in school.’


‘Yes, but she also wrote a novel called The Beautifull Cassandra. In her teens, I think. The heroine goes off into the world to find adventure. She’s named after Austen’s elder sister.’


‘Well, that sounds like Cassie. She goes off on cruise ships.’


‘But she’ll be around when you’re over there?’


‘She will, and isn’t it great timing? Because she’s only just come back from somewhere. I’m telling you, Hanna, this trip is blessed. We’re going to have a great time altogether.’


Her pleasure was so palpable that Hanna felt a twinge of anxiety. Pat asked so little from life that to see her disappointed would be awful.


Leaving the eager figure crouched over the computer, Hanna went to the little kitchen at the end of the room. With the door ajar, she could keep an eye on the library, but this was a phone call she wanted to make without being interrupted.


Brian picked up at once. ‘Hi there. How’re you doing?’


‘It’s me. Hanna.’


‘I know. I’ve got caller ID.’


‘Oh. Yes, of course you do. Look, I’m sorry to call you at the office.’


‘You haven’t. I’m out on a site visit.’


‘Okay. Well, look, are you free tonight?’


‘Yes, sure. What’s the story?’


‘Well, I’ve just had a text from my mother. Who seems to be throwing a dinner party.’


‘And?’


‘And she says, “Bring that architect.”’


‘No! Really? In capital letters?’


‘Yes, indeed. Also some cream for the tart. With four expressed as a numeral.’


Brian gave a snort of appreciation. ‘Is the second instruction intended for you or for me?’


‘Me, I think.’


‘Right, then. That’s no problem. Tell her I’ll be delighted to accept her kind invitation.’


Through the crack in the door Hanna could see the pensioners gathering for their computer class. Pat was being hugged and kissed as she left the library. ‘I’ve got to get back. But, Brian, listen, are you sure? It could be hell on wheels.’


‘Nonsense, it’ll be brilliant. I just hope the tart is apple.’


‘Don’t you know it is? With six cloves, shop-bought pastry and half a pound of white sugar.’


‘In that case, I sincerely hope that the cream you bring will be squirty.’




Four
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Mary Casey’s bungalow had been built long before the main road became a class of a motorway. You got a fierce rush of traffic past her front door now, charging from Carrick to Ballyfin. But there was no harm in that. It added interest.


Tom had had the bungalow built to her exact specifications as soon as they retired. By then Mary had had enough of slaving behind the bacon-slicer and pushing stamps and postal orders under a wire grille. Mind you, they’d had a fine little business between them – a village shop always did well on a crossroads, and having the post office there as well meant the world and his wife depended on them.


But Hanna had gone off to London and they’d known she’d no plans to come back. So they’d sold up and made a decent whack, and that was the end of living over a shop, like poor, put-upon Pat Fitzgerald.


There was no poky range in Mary Casey’s kitchen, and no slit of a bathroom with condensation running down the walls. The bungalow had a proper wide hallway. It had a cloakroom, the utility room and a grand big kitchen at the front of it, and bedrooms round the back overlooking the garden. There was a separate loo and a bathroom, and the master had its own en-suite in avocado. No detail was forgotten. All her windows were double-glazed and each room had a storage heater, and a light in the middle of the ceiling that took a proper-strength bulb. There were no dark corners where dirt could gather, and no stairs to be brushed down, or banisters holding dust.


The garden had always been Tom’s province and, as far as Mary was concerned, he could do what he liked with it. But the house was her pride and her palace, from its die-straight roof to its pebble-dashed walls to the stained-glass door of her porch.


After Tom died she’d changed the garden. She couldn’t be doing with all that digging and weeding. There was a plain square of grass out there now and a narrow hedge. Johnny Hennessy, her neighbour, came in with his mower and kept it all cut back. She’d left Tom’s pots of night-scented stocks and evening primroses on the patio, though. They’d always been his favourite and, besides, they smelt nice in the summertime under the bedroom windows. Not that she opened her own window too often. You’d be driven mad with the bees that you’d have to go flicking out with a towel.


Sweeping crumbs from the kitchen table into her cupped hand, Mary told herself she was glad in a way that Tom had been gone by the time things went wrong for Hanna. He was stone mad about that girl, and if he’d known the kind of man her pup of a husband was, he’d have gone over and killed him.


Well, not really, because Tom Casey was the gentlest man in creation. He would have gone over to England, though, and tracked down that Malcolm Turner. And Tom had a way of looking at you when you’d done wrong that would leave you naked and bleeding. He’d never turned that look on Mary herself, but she’d seen grown men crushed by it.


Anyway, Tom was dead by the time Hanna came knocking on the bungalow door with Jazz, who was only a schoolgirl then, and a hastily packed suitcase, saying she’d left yer man in London and needed a place to stay. Twenty years that Malcolm of hers had been off sleeping with a floozie! You could nearly call him a bigamist.


It had started long before Jazz was born, and Hanna had only hit on the truth when she’d found them there in her own bedroom. The thought of it still made Mary want to spit. At the time she’d berated Hanna for not digging her heels in and making him pay. Any wife with a tither of sense would have stayed put and taken him to the cleaners. Especially since Malcolm was loaded. All the same, Mary had had a sneaking sense of pride in Hanna’s reaction. It must have felt great to tell the pup where to stick his money.


And wasn’t it funny the way things had worked out eventually? Look at the lot of them now. Jazz, who’d been born and raised in London, had moved into a bedsit, put down roots, and was planning to stay in Finfarran. Hanna had found a new man, her own house, and the job in Lissbeg Library. God alone knew what the man would turn out like, and as for the house, there was no knowing why Hanna would want to live there. It was nothing but a little place out in the wilds of nowhere – two rooms that you couldn’t swing a cat in, and one of them just a kitchen you walked into from a muddy field. But apparently Hanna was happier living there than with her own mother.


Pushing open the window, Mary threw out the handful of crumbs for the birds. The truth was that she and Hanna had never got on great anyway and, with Jazz off in a place of her own, they’d been at each other’s throats till Hanna had flounced off, announcing that she wanted her independence. Mary had her pride too and she’d be beholden to no one, not even family. But the fact was that, with Jazz and Hanna gone, the bungalow felt fierce lonely. So here she was about to share her home with Malcolm ‘The Rat-fink’ Turner’s widowed mother.


No one was more surprised than she was herself when she’d had the idea. When you thought it through, though, it wasn’t that daft. Malcolm might be a low-down cheat but the fact remained that Louisa was Jazz’s granny. Not only that, but she was a quiet woman who knew how to keep a spotless kitchen.


After Hanna had left, when Louisa used to be to and fro to visit Jazz, Mary had put her up. At first, of course, she’d worried a bit about breakfast. What would an Englishwoman know about frying rashers? But it turned out that Louisa knew lots about pigs. She’d had a neighbour near her house in Kent who bred Gloucestershire Old Spots. As soon as Mary had heard that she’d slipped into Lissbeg for Ger Fitz’s opinion, and he’d told her the Old Spots were mighty. According to him, a woman who appreciated them lads could be trusted with anyone’s rashers. Ger was a damn good butcher, so Mary took notice. Besides, Louisa had a great way with the frying pan and she’d baste you a lovely egg. Mind you, she hadn’t had a clue when it came to the black and white pudding. But she picked things up quickly and was happy enough to be told.


It had taken them a while to get used to each other. At first they’d eaten breakfast at the kitchen table, but one morning Mary came down to find it set on the patio. That was the class of thing Hanna had wanted when she and Jazz lived in the bungalow, and, back then, Mary had put her foot down. But Louisa had cushions on the chairs and the table laid properly and, with the sun shining, it all looked very nice.


And, with Louisa around, the meal could go on for ages. They’d be sitting there in their dressing gowns, popping in to make more tea, and even reading the papers. Mary hadn’t read a paper over breakfast for years – and why would she with no one there to discuss the bit of news? But Louisa was always interested if you offered a remark or an opinion, or if she wasn’t, she never let on. And, of course, they’d be properly dressed in time to wave at the postman. Showered and decent too, which was only right.


So, after that, the thought of ending up living alone had been kind of bleak. Then Louisa had dropped a bombshell. She was selling up her home in Kent and investing in a business in Finfarran. Jazz was going to be working with her, doing some class of marketing. And, while Louisa would keep a foothold in England, she’d need a local base. Somewhere small and quiet that would be a home from home.


That was when Mary had come up with the notion of the two of them sharing the bungalow. And now, only a few weeks later, the plans were drawn up and work was about to begin. The changes might feel strange to start with, but Mary was certain that things would work out. She’d agonised over them in bed for many a night before making her offer to Louisa, and more than once she’d turned to her wedding photo and asked Tom what to do. But the photo in its silver frame told her nothing. Tom just stood there laughing in the sun, with his head thrown back in triumph and his arm around her waist. She had no one to hold her firm now, or to pet and reassure her. So she’d turned the bedside light off and made her mind up for herself.


Now, hearing a footstep in the hall, she went to switch on the kettle. Louisa had flown in from London last night, delighted with the completion of her house sale. She’d said she was very touched by the thought of a celebration dinner, which was just as well because, for the sake of the night that was in it, Mary had washed the good ware. Louisa called it china, but whatever name you put on it, you couldn’t beat the look of a decent plate on a table.


She’d ironed a tablecloth too, and it was folded and waiting. They’d have a great meal and, at the same time, a chance to see Hanna’s Brian. Not that Louisa seemed any way curious about him, but then, of course, she wouldn’t be. An ex-mother-in-law wouldn’t feel the tremors of a mother’s heart.


With the tea made and the cosy on, they sat down at the table. Louisa was tired after her flight, of course, but her eyes had a glint in them. Mary threw her a bit of a wink. They were both widows whose lives had seemed to be over, but look at them now with a new future ahead.




Five
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Cassie arrived at Pearson airport with a bunch of flowers, feeling goofy. As soon as she’d heard about her grandparents’ visit she’d called her sister Norah.


‘I wondered if you and the twins would come to the airport. We could make a Welcome banner and the kids could hold it.’


The moment she’d asked, she’d known that it wasn’t going to happen. The twins were in the background throughout the call and most of Norah’s attention was focused on keeping them quiet.


‘Shona, sweetheart, put down the kitty. We don’t hold kitties so tightly. Sorry, Cassie, what did you say?’


‘I said it’d be good to have a family welcome at the airport.’


‘But aren’t we doing a huge get-together at the weekend?’


‘Yes, but I want to do a welcome at the airport as well.’


‘Oh, stop it, Cass, you’re just being Min the Match.’


‘Being Min the Match’ was a family expression derived from the name of some ancient Irish relation who’d apparently been famous for meddling.


‘I am not!’


‘Yes, you are. Everything’s already fixed, so just leave it. Anyway, the last thing they’ll want after flights and coping with a transfer is a jamboree at the airport.’


So Cassie had accepted that the welcome party would just consist of herself and, at the last minute, as she’d headed out for the airport, she’d grabbed a bunch of roses from the hall table. They’d end up coming home in the car and back in the vase they’d been taken from. But at least the grandparents would be greeted with a splash of colour.


It proved easy to spot them, even though Gran turned out to be smaller than she’d seemed in the photos she’d posted on Facebook, and Grandad looked nothing at all like Dad or Uncle Jim. They emerged from the sliding doors at Arrivals, pushing a trolley piled with bags and suitcases, all secured by monogrammed straps, with red ribbon tied to the handles. They both looked tired and strained. Gran’s eyes flicked anxiously from side to side while Grandad marched doggedly forward, clearly embarrassed by the squeaky wheel on his trolley.


‘Hey! Hi, over here!’ Cassie caught their attention and pushed through the crowd, waving her bunch of red roses. She could see Gran’s anxiety turn to relief. Sweeping them both into a hug, Cassie took over the trolley. Gran linked her arm and smiled up at her, though she could feel Grandad resenting the loss of control over the luggage.


Later, in the car, he sat rigid and uncommunicative in the rear while Gran sat up front next to Cassie and chattered. When she saw the first sign for Leaside, she gave a gasp of delight. ‘I’ve written your address on so many letters and parcels and look at it there, up on a sign by the road!’


A few minutes later, as the car swung off the highway, Cassie saw Gran’s hands tighten in her lap. ‘You okay, Gran? We’re nearly there.’


‘I’m fine, love, just tired. And I’m not used to this side of the road.’


‘I guess if you’ve spent a lifetime driving on the left it must feel kind of weird.’


‘Well, it is. Not that I was driving all that long. But your uncle Frankie bought me a car a while back and I had a great time for a fair few years before I had to give it up.’ Her hands had been getting a bit stiff, she explained, and her eyes weren’t as good as they used to be. ‘Anyway, I’ve got everything I need around me in Lissbeg. It’s great to be bang in the middle of town, where you can step out your own front door and find all you want within a spit of it. I can walk out into the countryside in no time too, can’t I, Ger?’ There was no response from behind her and she smiled across at Cassie. ‘Ger does be busy all the time, so I’m lucky not to need lifts.’


When Cassie pulled into the driveway, Gran gasped again. ‘Oh, holy God, isn’t that a gorgeous house? Isn’t it, Ger? Look at it!’


Inside, as Gran exclaimed about the spaciousness of the hallway, Cassie picked up the two smallest bags and announced firmly that the rest could be carried up later. Then she led the way upstairs and ushered them into their bedroom.


Vanya, Mom’s help, had made up the room with fresh flowers on the dresser and crisply ironed linen on the beds. Cassie opened the door to the walk-in closet, demonstrated how to operate the shower in the bathroom, and how to control the TV and the central heating in the bedroom. ‘Mom and Dad will be home about six but I’m not going anywhere. Come down and have a look round the house as soon as you’d like to, but I guess you’d like time to freshen up first.’


Grandad stumped across the room and settled himself in an armchair. Gran smiled at Cassie. ‘It’s been a long trip and you’re a dote to have come and collected us. I’d say we might have a rest now and see you later on.’


With her duty done for the time being, Cassie went to her own bedroom, changed into a bathrobe and slippers and padded down the hall to the family bathroom. Three girls sharing one small shower had led to a certain amount of annoyance on the ship, particularly during the last leg of the cruise, when people were tired and tempers fraying. Sweating the small stuff wasn’t her thing, so Cassie had breezed through the tensions. Still, it was heaven to soak in a huge tub for as long as she liked.


Lying back, she closed her eyes and let her thoughts drift to the future. Everything in her lovely unplanned life was going exactly to plan: she’d completed this last cruise with more than enough savings to take a few months’ break or a road trip before going back to sea. Maybe she’d stay in the city and do some volunteer work. Or take off to Prince Edward Island and admire the fall foliage. Anyway, there was plenty of time to decide, because she’d have to stay home for at least a few weeks to avoid being rude to the grandparents.


Vanya had gone, leaving the house immaculate, so, having rearranged the roses in their vase on the hall table, Cassie took a glass of milk and some cookies and wandered into the family room. Two hours later, flipping lazily between rolling news and episodes of Judge Judy, she looked up to see Gran standing in the doorway. Cassie smiled at her. ‘Did you get some sleep?’


‘Well, I had a bit of a rest anyway. Ger’s above in the bed, dead to the world.’


Cassie sat up, swinging her legs off the chesterfield. ‘Would you like a coffee? Or something to eat?’


‘Do you know what it is, if that’s milk you’ve been drinking I wouldn’t mind a drop myself.’


She still looked awfully tired, and her voice was a thread. So, having tacitly agreed to leave the tour of the house until later, they settled down to another episode of Judge Judy with glasses of milk and a plate of Vanya’s brownies. Gran, who said she’d never seen the show before, watched with great attention. Then, when the closing credits appeared, she clicked her tongue in amazement. ‘God, you’d think there wasn’t a woman going these days with a tither of wit or a mother! To be putting their trust in men who’d only make fools of them!’ She bit into a brownie and shook her head at Cassie. ‘And old fellows that are just as bad, being led a dance by the young ones!’


‘Would your mom have stopped you making a fool of yourself?’


‘You may be sure she would! Mind you, she wouldn’t have let me go moving in with some wastrel pup in the first place. Times have changed, though, and I know that’s what girls do nowadays. And, fair play to them, haven’t they a right to be making their own choices?’ She shook her head disparagingly. ‘No one has a right to be bone stupid, though. Could that old fellow not see that that young one was trouble?’


The girl had been the kind of mercenary predator that always produced Judge Judy’s most scathing comments. ‘Maybe the danger was what attracted him in the first place?’


Gran’s voice was emphatic: ‘I wouldn’t doubt you. And, by the sound of it, he wasn’t the first poor woman’s husband she’d made a fool of. What a woman needs is a steady man, and to keep a good eye on him.’


Looking at the trim little figure sitting beside her, Cassie smiled. Gran might be tired, but clearly she was feisty. It was going to be good to get to know her.




Six
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As Bríd Carney put her key into the front door of number eight St Finian’s Close, she told herself how lucky she was to have this place to come home to. Finding an affordable place in Lissbeg wasn’t easy. The property in the town centre was almost all shops, pubs and businesses, where the owners either lived upstairs or let out their upper floors as commercial spaces. And people could spend years waiting for a council house. They were designed as family dwellings too, so it was families that got priority. The result was that if you were young and single your chances of renting were practically zero. But Bríd’s cousin Aideen owned number eight outright.


Their aunt Bridge had bought it years ago, through a scheme that had briefly driven council policy. Whoever Aideen’s dad was he’d never been round at all, and her mum had died in Carrick hospital having her. It was Aunt Bridge who had brought her up. Actually, she wasn’t an aunt, really: she was some kind of cousin of Bríd and Aideen’s granny. So, basically, Aideen had spent her childhood with two elderly ladies.


Then, a few years after their granny died, Aunt Bridge had had a massive stroke in the chemist’s and was dead before the ambulance could get there. They found out later that she’d been going to the doctor for a good while, but Aideen, who was in the middle of her Leaving Cert, hadn’t even known she was ill. The rest of the family organised the funeral, and Bríd’s mum offered to take Aideen in till she’d see what she’d do. No one seemed to have a better idea, and Bríd was off doing a culinary-science course in Dublin, so Aideen had had her room for the next few months.


It must have been pretty awful. By all accounts, she’d sleepwalked through the rest of her exams, and her results weren’t all that brilliant. But then it turned out that Aunt Bridge had left her the house in St Finian’s Close and a bit of money. So when Bríd came home, they’d opened a deli in Broad Street, and decided to live together at number eight.


It was Bríd who had done most of the organising. Aideen had kept her old bedroom and Bríd had the big one. Aunt Bridge’s room became a little office where they set up the computer and had meetings with their accountant. There was hardly any room in the deli, which they’d called HabberDashery, so they’d turned the dining room at number eight into a storage space for things like takeaway cups and paper napkins. The house had a kitchen big enough for a dining table, and a sitting room with plenty of space for a sofa and chairs and a telly, so it all worked out. They split the utility bills down the middle and Bríd paid a fair rent.


Now, as she came in the door, she found Aideen and Conor McCarthy in the sitting room. They were drinking tea, curled up together in an armchair and, by the look of them, they’d recently been curled up in Aideen’s bed.
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