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For my cousin Rory Lee, one heck of a lovely lady




Saturday, 6 August[image: image]


‘Who took my lip balm? I left it right here. Right here. Ultan, did you take it?’


‘I most certainly did not. I wouldn’t dream of using someone else’s lip balm: God.’


‘Have we a full house, did anyone see?’


‘Rita, your lip balm is on the floor, over there … No, there, under that chair.’


‘Has someone got a comb I could borrow?’


‘There’s no paper in the loo, just letting everyone know.’


‘I’m going to be sick.’


‘You’re not. Deep breaths, you’ll be fine.’


‘George, your shirt tail is sticking out.’


‘Who’s got the right time?’


‘I’ve lost my phone. Has anyone seen my phone?’


‘… Are you alright?’


‘I’m fine.’


But Emily didn’t look fine. She looked far from fine. She was paler than usual, and blinking too rapidly, and worrying at her bottom lip with her teeth. She looked, Molly thought, as if she was just waiting for the nod from someone to burst into tears, to fall apart completely.


In the tiny gaps between the chatter in the dressing room, rain could be heard pelting against the windows. Molly caught her daughter’s hand and squeezed it. ‘It’ll be OK, love. You always get this way before a performance. You’ll be grand as soon as we start, wait and see.’


The door opened and Christopher appeared. You could almost smell the tension from him. Dark hair rumpled, jaw clenched tight, red dicky bow askew. ‘Anyone seen Jane? Anyone heard from her?’


No one had seen Jane. No one had heard from her.


It was ten minutes to performance.




Six weeks earlier[image: image]


For the fifth day in a row the country had sweltered. Temperatures climbing into the early thirties, tar turning to goo on roads, ice-cream vans chiming around housing estates from early morning. Since the start of the unaccustomed heatwave, the weather had taken precedence over all other happenings. Sunburnt splashing beachgoers featured on the front pages of newspapers each day, politicians and scientists held earnest discussions on global warming, water safety messages were broadcast regularly across the airwaves.


In chemists and supermarkets, supplies of sun protection cream and hair depilatory products disappeared as quickly as they were produced. Meteorologists smiled with relief, if not downright smugness, on television screens each evening as they predicted more uninterrupted sunshine, more unblemished blue skies.


But now it was heading towards eight in the evening, and while the fierce burn of the day had loosened its grip, the air was still warm and heavy. Walking to the primary school that lent the choir one of its classrooms to sing in, shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows, Christopher Jackson was aware of a fresh layer of sweat on his skin, despite the cool shower he’d stood under for a good ten minutes after getting home from work. His armpits felt damp and ticklish; moisture crawled lazily down his spine. The palm that was curled around the handle of his briefcase felt unpleasantly clammy.


Notwithstanding this mild physical discomfort, his mood was buoyant. Tonight, after eight weeks of polishing already-learnt songs and numerous voice training exercises and general honing of its melodic skills, the choir was beginning to rehearse for its next performance. The concert theme, a tribute to the popular musicals of the twentieth century, was one particularly close to his heart: as a boy, those splendid old films had inspired and nurtured his love of music, and the playlist he’d devised was made up of all his favourite numbers. It boded well, and he was quietly hopeful.


This time his group of singers might finally make him proud. This time they might manage to avoid the errors he’d noticed in previous performances. He was pretty sure most listeners would have missed those millisecond miscalculations in timing, those tiny variations in timbre, those minute errors in tone or rhythm, but he’d heard them, and they’d stung.


In fairness though, they hadn’t done too badly in the eighteen months or so since he’d brought the choir into being, and selected the eighteen male and female voices that comprised it. They’d picked up a couple of minor festival awards and earned some positive reviews in the local press, and recently they’d received an invitation to participate, albeit in a very minor way, in a prestigious choral event in Wales next year. People were beginning to take notice of Lift Up Your Voices, which was gratifying.


He must try to hold his patience during this set of rehearsals. He must try to coax rather than demand results from them. It wouldn’t be easy – he’d never been good at counting to ten – but he’d do his best. A new member had joined them lately, a replacement for Grace, whose arthritic hip had forced her to bow out. The new arrival – Jane something or other – had a richly rounded voice that sat nicely in the altos. Yes, he was definitely hopeful this evening.


When he arrived at the school he found a few choir members already waiting by the side door. Conversations petered out as he approached; one or two said hello, others simply nodded at him. He opened the door and stood back to allow them entry, tapped in the alarm code as they walked ahead of him towards the classroom.


They weren’t his friends. He was well aware of it, and not at all put out. He had a professional relationship with them, which was precisely what was needed. He hadn’t founded the choir to make friends.


In the room he opened his briefcase and lifted out the sheaves of stapled pages as the remaining members showed up in ones and twos and took up their usual positions. ‘Fifteen songs,’ he told them, distributing the pages, ‘most of which I assume will not be new to you. I shall expect you to be word perfect within three weeks.’ Looking pointedly here at Ultan, who had the sense to blush.


Ultan McCormack’s beautifully modulated tenor voice – he claimed, possibly truthfully, to be directly descended from John – was all that stood between him and ejection from the choir. Always last to learn the lyrics, always casting sneaky glances at his pages as they sang, long after Christopher had banned them – how hard could it be, for God’s sake? – but the voice saved him, just about.


Halfway through the warm-up exercises, the door to the hall was flung open. ‘Sorry, sorry!’ She hurried in, peeling off a diaphanous outer layer. ‘Traffic was murder. Hello, everyone.’


Christopher regarded her with irritation, aware of the ripple of amusement her entrance had caused. The scales practice interrupted now, they’d have to return to the start. ‘I don’t tolerate lateness,’ he told her, whisking the final bunch of pages from the table behind him. ‘Leave home earlier next time.’


‘I will,’ she promised, reaching for the sheaf, the movement causing a waft of her scent, fingertips brushing his. ‘I definitely will, Christopher.’


She was good-looking: he wasn’t blind to it. Light brown hair cut to frame her face in choppy layers, shot through with gold and caramel streaks. Enormous dark-fringed eyes of a startling blue, skin without a blemish, unless you counted the mole – beauty spot? – to the left of her generous mouth. She had a face you didn’t ignore, and she knew it. Well turned out too, clothes cut to accentuate her curves. Money there, clearly. A gold ring on the usual finger, thick and wide. Somebody had snapped her up.


Three weeks she’d been with them. Long enough for her to have made her mark, with breezy comments thrown into the pauses between songs, usually earning her a titter from the others. Plenty of sidelong glances too, from the male choir members. Even Ultan, who definitely looked in another direction for his amusement, seemed taken with her: Christopher had heard them giggling together at the break.


Jane, who was most certainly not plain. But pretty or not, good voice or not, if she kept up her nonsense he’d have no qualms about sending her packing. Ultan might be slow to learn his words, but during rehearsals he had focus, like the rest of them.


At nine thirty on the dot Christopher called a halt. He waited while the room emptied out, checking his phone for emails. When he looked up, only Jane was left.


‘Looks like we’ve missed the crowd,’ she said, drawing on her gossamer thin jacket, or wrap, or whatever it was. ‘You do know they’ve gone to the pub to complain about you, don’t you? At least, that’s what they did last week.’


Smiling at him, waiting for his reaction. He was in two minds about her, torn between annoyance at her refusal to treat him like her director, and his reluctant physical attraction.


‘I’m sure you’ll catch them up,’ he said, ‘if you hurry. I’d hate you to miss the entertainment.’ Holding the door open for her.


She walked towards him, taking her time. ‘You know, I’m not really in the mood for them tonight. Why don’t we find another pub and you can buy me a drink?’


Again he felt a dichotomy within him, part exasperation, part flattery. ‘I don’t mix business with pleasure,’ he said, letting his gaze fall deliberately to her wedding ring.


If she noticed, she gave no sign. ‘Oh, come on, Christopher – the choir isn’t business, it’s fun. Don’t you enjoy it?’


He frowned. Here was his chance to tell her that she needed to treat the rehearsals with a little more respect, show up on time, cut out the silly remarks – but for some reason he said none of this. For some reason he remained silent.


She laid her palm on his chest, pressed lightly with the tips of her fingers. ‘Come on,’ she said softly, ‘loosen up a little, Christopher. I’m just looking for a different kind of fun, that’s all. No strings – and I can be very discreet.’


She was propositioning him. It was outrageous. He was her choir director: entering into any kind of relationship with her would be most inappropriate, totally unprofessional.


But he hadn’t had that kind of fun in months – and if nobody found out about it, where was the harm? The fact that she was more than likely married was her problem, not his.


‘We’re both consenting adults,’ she went on, slipping two fingers between his shirt buttons. ‘What do you say?’


Her touch on his bare skin, light as it was, sent a bolt of desire through him. ‘It can’t get out. No one can know – and I mean no one.’


Her eyes widened. ‘I’m like the grave, Christopher.’


Outside the coast was clear, the others gone. He sat into her red car and directed her to his house. Once there, she ignored the glass of wine he poured for her.


‘I have a better idea,’ she said, slipping off her outer layer, letting it drop onto his carpet. ‘This way,’ she said, making for the stairs. Knowing he would follow.


* * *


Molly Griffin loved the heat. She basked in it like a seal. True, the muggy nights made sleep a challenge, had her tossing and turning in sweaty sheets, but a shower in the morning perked her right up – and wasn’t it worth anything to be able to pull out the bright, summery clothes that usually lived at the back of her wardrobe? Wasn’t it lovely to witness happy faces everywhere she looked – well, apart from the ones who complained about the heat – to see winter-pale faces freckling and blooming, to feel the sun warm on her own skin?


And this morning was particularly uplifting. This morning, as she cycled towards the house of a woman she had yet to meet, Molly’s heart pattered joyfully at the thought of no more Websters. No more working her way through Bella Webster’s laminated list for a hundred and twenty minutes every Wednesday: two apricot bathrooms to be cleaned, five pale blue work shirts to be ironed, the insides of all the windows to be washed, the wooden floors to be mopped, the houseplants that had long since taken over the smaller living room to be misted – not watered, misted – and so on, all the while taking no notice whatsoever of Polonius, or Patagonia, or whatever daft name they’d given the bony Siamese cat that sprawled in his special chair, hissing softly at her if she came within six feet of him. And never a single window opened in case he did a runner, cloying cat smell fighting eternally with her furniture polish, no matter how much of it she used.


No more of that, ever – because last week Carl Webster had gathered up his lump sum and his gold watch and his pension and taken himself, Bella and the Siamese off to France, to live out their days in a village somewhere high in the mountains, where Bella would undoubtedly hunt down some unfortunate French equivalent to Molly, and subject her to the laminated list.


In fairness though, she hadn’t left Molly stranded. My niece Linda is looking for someone, she’d said, and so Wednesday mornings had been passed on to Linda, who’d sounded normal enough on the phone. Our house is third from the end, the one with the mailbox at the gate. If you get lost give a shout. She didn’t sound like someone who was in the habit of laminating. She didn’t sound like Siamese cats were her thing.


Molly pedalled along, legs pumping as she whizzed past parked cars, relishing the breeze on her hot cheeks. You go too fast on that bike, Emily told her, more like her mother than her daughter. Emily would never speed: it wasn’t in her nature. Emily kept within the limits in everything she did – which of course wasn’t a bad thing.


As she cycled, Molly sang. She sang about a beautiful morning, with the corn as high as an elephant’s eye. The August concert would be a breeze: she already knew each song inside out; all she’d have to learn were her alto parts. She’d grown up with the soundtracks of the old musicals: her father had had the whole collection on vinyl. For as long as she could remember she’d sung along to My Fair Lady, Oklahoma!, South Pacific, West Side Story and the rest – and singing them now evoked the innocent happiness that her early childhood memories were drenched in.


She loved being in the choir, she adored it. To think it might never have happened if Christopher hadn’t come home that day and heard her singing as she’d thumped the dust from his mats. The idea of joining a choir would never in a million years have occurred to her – choirs were for serious singers, polished singers – but when he’d told her he was starting one, and suggested she come along to the auditions, she’d gone in a flash, and dragged Emily with her, and he’d accepted both of them.


He certainly took his role as choir director seriously. She wondered how he didn’t pop a blood vessel sometimes, he got so fired up when they went wrong. She’d been surprised to see that tempestuous side of him: there’d been no sign of it in the little interaction she’d had with him up to then, and Emily said he was quite distant anytime she encountered him at work – but there was nothing distant about him at the choir practices.


Molly didn’t take too much notice of his outbursts though. He wasn’t really mad at them, he was just trying to knock them into shape, get the best out of them – it showed that he cared, didn’t it, when he got so het up? Poor man, he didn’t deserve the things some of the members said about him in the pub afterwards – but she had to admit that Ultan was hilarious whenever he took him off.


She reached the road where Linda lived – and there was the promised mailbox by the gate of the third from last house. A silver car was parked in the driveway, next to a well-tended lawn. A small yellow tricycle sat by the red front door, as if waiting to gain entrance. Good: she liked houses with little children in them, even if it meant more mess, which it usually did.


The house was detached, like the others on the road. Fair bit of money here, by the look of it – which would make sense for a relative of the Websters. Stone walls, bay windows to either side of the door. Three or four bedrooms; at least one en suite, more than likely.


She propped her bike by the door and rang the bell, feeling the familiar pleasant tremble in her legs after the vigorous pumping she’d given them. Her dress was sticking to her – she pulled it free and shook out the damp creases. The sun was hot on the back of her neck as she stood dabbing at her face with a tissue and listening for a sound from within.


And here it came, the soft pat of approaching footsteps. The door was opened: she saw blonde hair, navy top, white shorts, tanned legs.


‘You must be Molly.’ A hand outstretched. ‘Linda. Thanks for coming.’


Despite the heat, her hand was cool. ‘Where should I leave my bike?’ Molly enquired.


‘You can wheel it around the side. It’ll be fine.’ She emerged and lifted in the yellow tricycle. ‘Isn’t it hot?’


The tiled hallway was blessedly shady. Molly smelt lemons – maybe from Linda herself – and the strong dark scent of real coffee.


‘Let me get you some water.’ Linda led the way into the kitchen, a light-filled room that ran the width of the house, with a dining area at the far end and a pair of patio doors that opened onto the back garden. Through them Molly saw a small curly-headed child seated cross-legged on the grass outside, surrounded by an assortment of soft toys. A little tea party maybe, like Emily used to have with her dolls at that age.


Linda held a glass beneath a spout in the door of her giant fridge and pressed a button, and a slush of water and ice tumbled out. ‘Whatever you normally do will be fine,’ she said, handing the glass to Molly. ‘The usual cleaning, nothing out of the ordinary. You come highly recommended by Aunt Bella. We’ll try to stay out of your way.’


All very promising. Molly gulped the water as Linda indicated a door to the left of the fridge. ‘That’s the utility room: all the stuff you should need is there. Let me know if there’s anything else you want me to get. My office is the room at the foot of the stairs – just give a clean to the floor and leave the rest; it looks messy but I know where everything is.’


‘I usually start with the upstairs, and work my way down.’


‘Fine, whatever you prefer. I’ll leave you to it then.’ She crossed the room and went out through the patio doors, sliding them half closed after her.


Molly drained her glass and rinsed it. In the neat utility room she found bucket and mop, vacuum cleaner, a bundle of fresh cloths and dusters and a collection of cleaning fluids and sprays. Over the following hour she worked steadily through the upstairs rooms, pulling out beds to get at the dust behind, going down on hands and knees to wipe skirting boards. Shining mirrors, wiping fingermarks from door handles and window catches. Polishing wooden floors, mopping the bathroom tiles, running the vacuum cleaner over the landing carpet.


In one of the bedrooms that overlooked the back garden – the child’s room, full of toys and picture books – she glanced out and saw her playing at a sandpit by the fence. Blue T-shirt, green shorts, a pair of yellow sandals on the small feet. An only child, she must be, just two of the four bedrooms in use. Linda looked to be in her mid-thirties: time enough for brothers and sisters, if they were in the plans.


In the master bedroom a photo in a silver frame on the dressing table caught her eye. Linda held her little girl in her arms, each gazing into the other’s face, noses practically touching. A beach scene, sand dunes climbing up behind them. A year or two earlier, Molly thought, given the more babyish look of the child, who wore only a little pair of orange swimming trunks. The big curly mop of her.


The child’s father, maybe, had taken the photo. Funny there was no snap of him around the place. Odd that she saw no man’s slippers by the bed, no pyjamas beneath a pillow, no tie or jacket slung across a chair. No evidence of a man’s presence in the bathroom either. No shaving foam, no aftershave or men’s cologne.


Maybe they were living apart, for whatever reason – or maybe he was dead. None of her business: if Linda wanted to tell her, she’d tell her.


The house was silent on her return downstairs. She dealt with the remaining rooms, leaving the kitchen till last. In the small office she ran the vacuum over the floor and left the rest alone as instructed. Nothing she could see offered a clue as to what work Linda did – a laptop computer and a printer sat on the desk, along with a stack of manila folders, a mug of pens and a little dish of paperclips; hard-backed notebooks and box files filled the trio of shelves behind. Linda had called it messy, but Molly had seen far worse.


As she re-entered the kitchen she saw Linda and her little girl sitting now at the wrought-iron table on the patio, a jug of cloudy liquid between them. She cleaned the worktops and the sink, wiped down the table, emptied the dishwasher and discovered homes for the crockery and cutlery.


As she worked she listened to the high-pitched chatter of the child, audible through the half-open patio door. She seemed to be outlining to her mother in great detail the plot of a film she’d seen, or maybe a story someone had told her: ‘… an’ then the pig jumped into the car and drived away really fast, an’ the duck runned after him but he was too slow to catch up, an’ then he falled into a puddle an’ his clothes got all wet an’ he got mad. It was so funny, Mummy.’


Nice to hear it. A long time since small children had featured in her own house. She slid the patio door closed to polish its glass. Linda looked up at the sound and smiled at Molly, but the child didn’t turn her head. Shy in front of strangers maybe.


She pulled the door open again before sweeping and mopping the floor. In the utility room she rinsed her various cloths and draped them over the waiting clothes horse. She undid her pinafore and put it into her rucksack. The clock on the kitchen wall read ten past twelve.


She returned to the patio. ‘All done,’ she said.


Linda got to her feet. ‘Thanks, Molly – let me get your money.’ She entered the room and crossed the floor, Molly following. The child remained seated at the table.


‘What’s your little girl’s name?’


Pulling open a drawer, Linda smiled. ‘A lot of people make that mistake. It’s Paddy, and he’s a he.’


‘Oh, sorry – I thought, with the hair …’


‘Not at all. It’s my own fault – I can’t bring myself to cut those gorgeous curls. He’s starting school in September; I suppose I’ll have to do it then, or he’ll be teased to death.’ She handed Molly the envelope. ‘Thanks so much: can I get you some more water, or a glass of lemonade, before you go?’


‘Mummy.’


They turned. The child stood at the patio door. ‘Can I have a ice-cream?’ Gaze directed towards his mother, ignoring Molly but presenting her with her first proper look at him.


Jesus God almighty.


She was instantly thrown back twenty-five years. He was the image, the absolute image. The same little face, look, see the dark-fringed grey eyes, the full mouth, the sharp nose, the small cleft in the pointed chin. Take away the curls and everything else, everything, was the same.


He was Philip. He was her son. She was looking at four-year-old Philip.


‘Molly?’


She dragged her eyes away from him.


‘Water? Or lemonade?’


‘No, thank you …’


‘Are you alright?’


‘I’m fine … It’s just the heat. I’m grand.’


She wasn’t fine, and the heat had nothing to do with it. Her face was cold, her mouth dry. Her mind was spinning. She stowed the envelope at the bottom of her rucksack, watching as Linda peeled the wrapper from an ice-lolly and gave it to him, as he turned and trotted out through the patio doors, again not paying Molly a blind bit of notice.


It was a coincidence, it had to be. Just a coincidence. People resembled other people all the time, didn’t they? Look at that magazine Emily brought home from the supermarket: they had a page of photos each week, ordinary people who looked like celebrities. You’d swear some of them had to be related. It happened.


But cycling home she couldn’t let it go, kept turning what she knew around in her head. There was no sign of a father on the scene. Philip would be gone five years in March: he’d left the day after Molly’s fifty-second birthday. This boy was starting school in September, so presumably he was four. It fitted, everything fitted – and it would make sense of so much if it was true.


Could it possibly be true? Could this curly-headed child be Philip’s son, her grandson?


It could. It could. She might be a grandmother. Granny Molly.


Out of nowhere, a dog darted out suddenly through a gateway and ran right in front of her bicycle. She pulled sharply on the brakes, causing her front wheel to skew sideways and collide with the kerb. The impact sent her flying over the handlebars: she landed hard on the path, the breath knocked out of her. As she lay sprawled and shocked, afraid to try to move in case she couldn’t, waiting for the pain to kick in, she heard someone’s hurried approach.


‘Don’t move. Stay still.’


A female voice. A woman crouched beside her. ‘I’m a doctor, I live right across the street. I saw what happened. That dog is a menace. Don’t try to move just yet. Where does it hurt?’


Molly did a lightning mental check. Her palms were starting to sting, her knees to burn. ‘My hands,’ she said, her voice wobbling, ‘and my knees.’ A painful smarting began in the cheek that rested on the road. ‘My face.’


‘Can you wriggle your toes?’


She tried. ‘Yes.’


‘That’s good.’ She felt the woman’s hands coming to cradle her neck. ‘Now I want you to roll slowly onto your side. Stop if anything hurts too much. Take your time.’


Molly obeyed, moving in little cautious jerks, trying to keep the weight off her sore palms. Everything, it seemed now, was stinging.


‘You OK?’


‘I … think so.’ She began to feel immensely foolish. Her cheek continued to throb painfully. She wondered what it looked like.


‘Can you sit up? I’m afraid I can’t bear your weight in my condition—’ and only then did Molly see the enormous mound that strained against the light cottony top.


‘I can manage,’ she said, and little by little she made her shaky way to sitting, the doctor’s hands still braced around her neck. Her palms and forearms and elbows were grazed and bleeding, her knees the same. ‘You have a cut on your face,’ the doctor told her. ‘It’s not deep, but it needs cleaning. We can do it in my house. Is there anyone you can call to come and get you?’


‘I can cycle,’ Molly said. ‘I’ll be OK in a while to cycle.’


Her companion shook her head. ‘Not a hope. Look at your bike for starters’ – and Molly’s heart sank as she took in the badly buckled front wheel of the bike that lay sprawled by the kerb. No way would it get her home – but who could she phone? Not Emily, at work till six. Not Dervla, on holiday in Portugal until the middle of July. Not Tracy next door, hands full with her grandchildren. She could think of nobody.


‘We can call you a taxi from my house. Come on, let’s get you on your feet. Can you use the wall to pull yourself up?’


But a taxi would be a tenner at least, and what taxi driver would take a bicycle? And she still had to pay Clem for the job he’d done last—


Clem. She could call Clem. He mightn’t be too far away. She got to her feet, wincing at the stabs of pain from her various injuries, as her Good Samaritan retrieved the rucksack that had toppled from the bike’s basket. They made their way slowly across the road, the doctor – ‘I’m Patsy’ – manoeuvring the damaged bicycle, Molly hobbling along beside her.


‘There’s a friend I can try,’ she said. ‘He works out and about – he might be in the area.’


‘Give him a go so.’


In the house she scrolled through her list of contacts and found him under H for Handyman. He kept her waiting, as he always did, until the seventh ring.


‘Hello.’


‘Clem, it’s Molly.’


‘Hello, you – what’s up?’


She explained her predicament.


‘You OK? You hurt?’


‘Not badly, just a few cuts and bruises – but the bike is out of action. Are you in the middle of something?’


‘Nothing that can’t be interrupted. Where are you?’


Where was she? She suddenly couldn’t remember the name of the road. ‘Hang on,’ she said, and passed him over to Patsy. He could be anywhere – people were always calling on him. A blocked drain, a door that was sticking, a fence that needed mending, a leaky roof. Turn his hand to anything, that man.


‘He’s across town, take him half an hour,’ Patsy said, passing the phone back. ‘Would you drink tea?’


Out of a rusty bucket. ‘I’d love a cup. You’re very kind, thank you so much.’


‘Not at all – wouldn’t anyone do the same? I’m glad I was able to help.’ While the kettle boiled she added antiseptic to a basin of warm water and cleaned and dressed Molly’s various injuries. ‘You’ll be stiff and sore for a bit, but you’ll live. Take it easy tomorrow, stay in bed if you can. Have a bath in the evening, let the plasters come off in the water. No need to put more on, I’d say, just a small dab of Sudocrem, or whatever you have. Looks like your bike might need a new front wheel.’


A new wheel – God, how much would that cost? To take her mind off it, Molly asked when the baby was due.


Patsy grimaced. ‘Last week. I’m being induced tomorrow, thank God. The heat makes it feel like I’m carting a small elephant around.’


‘Is it your first?’


She shook her head. ‘Third, and definitely last. You have children?’


Molly nodded. ‘Two. Grown up now.’ The familiar pang whenever she talked of Philip, however briefly.


‘Any grandkids?’


Maybe. ‘No. Not yet.’


They chatted on, drank more tea. A sandwich was offered that Molly refused, not wanting to impose any more than she had to. Eventually the doorbell rang.


‘There’s your chauffeur now.’ Patsy lumbered to her feet. Molly attempted to follow and found that her knees had already stiffened up, so she stayed put until Clem appeared.


He whistled when he saw her. ‘Been in the war.’


‘Feels like it,’ she said.


The state of him. Ancient grey Thin Lizzy T-shirt, fabric stretched taut across the rise of his belly, dark patches under the arms. Baggy blue cargo pants, more pockets in them than anyone could possibly need. Clumpy boots spotted with paint. Chin dark with stubble, hair awry, a distinct whiff of sweat.


She caught herself. Who cared what he looked like – hadn’t he dropped everything to come to her rescue? ‘Thanks so much for this,’ she said. ‘Sorry for asking – I had nobody else.’


‘No problem. Can you walk?’


‘I can, if you let me hang on to you.’ He offered his arm and she grabbed it, and began to limp-hop her way towards the hall, leaning heavily against him.


‘Ah, here,’ he said, and whisked her up into his arms as if she weighed nothing at all. She tried to protest but he took no notice. She was pressed against the damp, pungent bulk of him, forced to put an arm around his neck as he carried her through the hall and outside.


The blazing sunshine, after the shady house, made her feel as if she was being thrust into an oven. Clem negotiated the cobble-lock driveway carefully, breathing out coffee. All she needed was for him to keel over with a heart attack and send her flying. They must look ludicrous, like a parody bride and groom. She imagined Patsy’s neighbours smirking out at them.


When she’d been installed in the front seat of his yellow van – God, the van, wash me spelt out in the dirt of the side door, say please scrawled underneath – Patsy passed Molly’s rucksack in through the open window. ‘I hope you feel better soon.’


‘Thank you again,’ Molly said. ‘Best of luck with the baby.’


‘Fear of me,’ she replied, smiling. ‘No harm to get yourself a bicycle helmet too, by the way.’


‘I know. I should.’ Emily kept telling her the same: she had no intention. Helmets cost money.


Patsy waited on the path while Clem loaded the bicycle into the rear of the van. She stood, a hand draped across her bump, while he slid into the seat beside Molly and gunned the engine. ‘Bye,’ she called, waving them off. Molly watched in the wing mirror as she lumbered back to the house.


‘She’s a doctor,’ she told Clem.


‘That right? About to pop, by the look of her.’ He turned at the end of the road, not bothering to indicate, whistling something that Molly didn’t recognise.


Her seatbelt was broken. The van smelt of turpentine. She was grateful for the breeze on her hot face. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that lunchtime had come and gone.


Lunchtime. Kathleen. She sat up, saw no dashboard clock. ‘What time is it?’


He lifted a shoulder. ‘Half one maybe.’


She’d have to ring Kathleen the minute she got home. The thought didn’t appeal in the least. She sank back, closed her eyes.


‘You’re not going to faint on me, are you?’


‘Haven’t a notion of it. I’ve never fainted in my life.’


‘Glad to hear it – I’m fresh out of smelling salts.’


Coming up on four years it must be since they’d met. She’d found him in the Golden Pages when she’d noticed water trailing in a thin stream from a pipe that poked out beneath the roof at the rear of the house. Might be nothing, might be something.


Handyman, his ad had said. No job too small. She could only hope this job fell into the small category. His address was local, a mile or so from her. She dialled the number and he answered on the seventh ring, as she was about to hang up.


Water, she said, coming from the attic, I think. You’re not too dear, are you?


I’m not. Where are you?


She told him.


Be there at seven – and at ten to, a dirty yellow van pulled up to the path. From the landing window she watched him clamber out. Heavy-set, clean-shaven, scruffy clothes, small bald patch at the crown of his head. He stood by the van to allow a woman with a buggy to pass before advancing to Molly’s front door: that was a point in his favour right off.


You rang about the attic, he said. Somehow he squeezed himself through the trapdoor, and within two minutes he was back. Stopcock got jammed, he said. That was your overflow pipe, just letting you know something was up. If it happens again you might need to think about replacing the stopcock, but for now I’d leave it alone.


That’s a relief. What do I owe?


Forget it, he said. Couldn’t charge you for that, so instead she gave him half of the caraway seed cake Emily had made the day before to take home with him, although cake was the last thing he needed. Before he left he promised to drop back with a new washer for the kitchen tap that had dripped steadily as she’d cut the cake. I have them usually, he said, but I’m out of them just now.


Handyman Clem was how he’d gone into her phone, Clem Handyman was what he’d ended up as in her head. Every couple of months, it seemed, she found something else he was needed for: a new lock on the back door, a split floorboard, a clogged gutter. Nothing major, all little things, the kind she’d been inclined to neglect before he’d come on the scene. After a while she wondered how on earth she’d managed without him.


On every visit he turned up within ten minutes of when he’d said he would, and charged so little she always felt obliged to throw in whatever she could find in the cake tin. She knew virtually nothing about his personal life, only that he’d moved to London after school and lived there for a number of years – a while was how he’d put it – before returning to Ireland to move back in with his father Doug after the death of his mother.


And now she knew Doug too.


Would you come and clean for us? Clem had asked about two years earlier, packing up his tools after replacing a broken window catch. Whatever day would suit.


All my days are gone, she’d told him, but I’ll put you on a waiting list – and as luck would have it, poor Mrs Green had been moved to a nursing home the very next month, and Molly’s Tuesday mornings were freed up.


Their house – roughly the same small size as hers – was as sorely in need of a good scrub as she’d anticipated. Every horizontal surface was covered with dusty clutter, windows were grimy, dirt was ingrained between floor and wall tiles, bathroom fittings buried under limescale – but, far from being daunted, she thrived on the challenge, and Doug, pale, frail, smiling Doug, was a delight.


We’re a disgrace, he said. We’re useless at keeping the place clean. Clem hasn’t the time, he’s working all hours, and I haven’t the energy. You’re an angel from Heaven, Molly. We’re blessed to have you.


He never complained, with plenty of cause to. He’s rotten with arthritis, Clem told her. It’s everywhere. He’s on a cartload of pills, and still it kills him. His heart is too feeble for an operation. They won’t risk it.


Clem was generally out and about when Molly arrived each Tuesday, but invariably she’d find Doug reading his newspaper by the sitting-room fire in an armchair that was grimy with use, and moulded to his shape. I’m grand, he’d say, when she asked how he was. Grand altogether.


But his fingers were so horribly gnarled she didn’t know how he held onto the paper, and his hands shook terribly so when they lifted a cup to his lips. And when he rose to make his way to the toilet her heart was in her mouth as she watched him shuffle unsteadily across the room, praying he wouldn’t stumble and lose his balance.


‘Here we are.’


She opened her eyes as Clem pulled up outside her house. ‘I’ll have a go at the bike this evening,’ he said. ‘I should be able to sort it out.’


‘Clem, I can’t ask you to do that.’


‘You didn’t ask me.’


‘Well, but – only if you’ll let me pay. I owe you anyway for cleaning the chimney. You can add it on.’


‘Don’t be daft. I’m doing you a favour, it’s not a job.’


‘Come to dinner so,’ she said. ‘Some night next week.’ The idea jumping into her head, completely unplanned – but why not?


He shook his head. ‘Will you stop, woman? There’s no need for that.’


‘It’s either dinner or money,’ she told him. ‘Emily will cook something nice.’ He’d met Emily a few times. ‘Come on, I really want to thank you for collecting me – and for fixing the bike.’


‘Haven’t fixed it yet.’


‘But you will. I’ll see what night Emily is free next week, and let you know.’ Emily was free most nights, apart from Monday with the choir and Friday for a film with Charlotte. ‘Alright?’


He shrugged. ‘Alright, if you insist.’


‘I do.’


Now that she’d thought of it, she found the idea appealed to her. She never had anyone apart from Dervla around for a meal, and Dervla didn’t count because she brought dinner with her when she came.


He helped her from the van and let her lean on him as far as her door. Thankfully he didn’t attempt another Officer and a Gentleman.


‘Give me your keys,’ he said, and she handed them over. He unlocked the door, offered her his arm again.


‘I can manage from here,’ she said, but he insisted on linking her into the kitchen. ‘Wouldn’t be much good,’ he said, ‘bringing you to the door and having you collapse as soon as my back is turned.’


‘I have no intention of collapsing’ – but to keep him quiet she took a seat at the table and let him open the window for a bit of air.


‘You want to sit outside?’ he enquired, looking onto the yard.


‘I don’t think so, too hot.’ She’d fry like a kipper, even under the shade of the swing seat.


‘Would I make you tea? Or a sandwich?’


Lord, the sandwich he’d make. ‘Not at all, I’m grand. I had tea in the doctor’s house, and Emily will be home in a while.’ Emily wouldn’t be home for several hours, but he wasn’t to know that.


‘I’ll give a shout later so, let you know about the bike.’


‘Do that. Thanks again.’


She listened to him stomping out, heard the front door pulled after him, the muffled sound of his van as he drove away. He was a good man, make someone a fine husband if he smartened himself up a bit.


A thought struck her: would he suit Emily? Granted, he was a bit older. Emily wouldn’t be thirty for another month, and Clem must be well into the forties – but did age matter really? And it was true that Emily had shown scant interest in him so far – well, they barely knew one another – but sometimes people just needed a little nudge in the right direction, didn’t they?


Emily was terribly shy, not inclined to make new friends easily – and Molly couldn’t see Clem, despite his heart of gold, catching the eye of a woman anytime soon. Wouldn’t she only be smoothing the way a bit for both of them?


Wasn’t it worth a try at least? Emily would be at ease in her own surroundings, and Clem would definitely be impressed with the dinner she’d dish up to him. Yes, the more she thought about it, the more promising it seemed.


She pulled her phone from her rucksack and found Kathleen’s number: better get it over with.


‘Kathleen? It’s Molly Griffin.’


‘Who?’


‘Molly, the one who reads the paper to you.’ Over four years she’d been doing it, every afternoon from Monday to Friday.


‘Yes? What is it?’


‘I’m afraid I can’t come today – I’ve been in—’


‘You what? Speak up!’


Eventually the message was conveyed, and met with precisely the reaction Molly had been expecting.


‘You’re not in hospital, are you?’


‘No, but I’m stiff and sore, and my bike—’


‘So you’ll be back tomorrow?’


‘I will, or the day after. I’ll let you know.’


‘The day after? You’re going to miss two days?’


‘I’ll have to see how I feel tomorrow. I’ll do my best,’ she said, through gritted teeth. ‘I’ll give you a ring in the morning. Bye now.’


She hung up before Kathleen could say any more, torn as usual between sympathy and irritation. She should ring Martin, let him know she had to miss his mother’s session: as the person who paid for them, he had a right to know. Or maybe she’d leave it till the morning, wait till she knew if she was going to be out of action for a second day. Yes, that made more sense.


Despite the open window the kitchen felt stuffy: maybe she’d go out after all. She planted her palms on the table and got gingerly to her feet. She should make herself a bit of lunch but she didn’t have the energy. She hobbled to the fridge and poured a glass of Emily’s lemonade and brought it out to the tiny courtyard that served as their back garden, grabbing a banana from the fruit bowl as she passed it.


She lowered herself into the swing seat and set it swaying gently with a foot, and went back to thinking about the child with the curly hair she’d met that morning, and the man who might have fathered him, the man who’d broken her heart into smithereens.


Could it possibly be that she’d stumbled on her own grandson? Had Philip run away after Linda had broken the news of her pregnancy to him? These days, men often did a runner if a woman told them they’d fathered a child – but would any man go all the way to New Zealand, without a word to his own family? And would he still be there five years later?


On the face of it, it seemed highly unlikely – but there was no getting away from the similarity. There was no denying the land she’d got when she’d looked for the first time at Paddy’s small face, and seen her own son looking back at her.


One way or another, she had to find out. She had to know the truth – and with Philip out of reach, she’d have to hear it from Linda, however she was to manage it.


She’d say nothing to Emily, not a word. Emily would think she’d lost her reason. Molly wouldn’t tell a soul, not even Dervla. She didn’t want anyone, however well-intentioned, telling her she was wrong – or worse, looking at her as if she was to be pitied. They hadn’t seen him. They couldn’t possibly understand.


The minutes ticked by. She ate the banana slowly and folded the empty skin into a parcel. It must be after two: she should be at Kathleen’s now. Her face, the injured side, felt hot and tight. When she lifted her glass the cuts beneath the doctor’s gauze coverings on her forearm twinged in protest. She drank lemonade, listening to the chirp of invisible birds, watching a lone honeybee bob his way around the nasturtiums in the hanging basket. The sun blazed steadily, but the seat’s canopy protected her from its bite.


A cat from a few doors away leapt suddenly onto the brick wall that bordered the courtyard on three sides. ‘Hello,’ she said, but he ignored her as he padded around the wall and hopped down on the far side. Off on his travels.


Her eyelids grew heavy. Hard to sleep these nights with the heat; it caught up with her in the afternoons. She set her empty glass on the short wooden bench she’d found on a skip that served as their outdoor table. She rested her head against the seat’s cushiony back, giving another little push with her foot. She floated off to sleep, rocking gently.


* * *


If she didn’t drink something in the next minute she’d collapse. She dropped her bags on the table and looked for the jug of lemonade in the fridge, and didn’t find it. She closed the door and saw it sitting empty on the draining board. She held a glass under the cold tap and gulped the entire contents standing by the sink. She refilled the glass and brought it out to the yard – and stopped dead.


Her mother stirred, woke, saw her. ‘Hello, love. You’re home.’


‘What happened you?’


‘I took a tumble off the bike. It looks worse than it is, nothing’s broken. I had to miss Kathleen’s, though. She wasn’t too happy.’


Emily took in the bandages on her cheek, her hands and arms, her knees. ‘Did you go to hospital?’


‘I didn’t have to go near a hospital, a woman in a house across the road saw what happened – and guess what? She was a doctor! How lucky was that?’


Trust Mam, finding the positive.


‘She was lovely, cleaned all the cuts and made me tea. She’s pregnant, going to be induced tomorrow.’


Emily sank onto the swing seat, trying to picture a heavily pregnant woman rushing to Mam’s aid. She pressed her glass in turn to her cheeks, trying to cool them. ‘And of course you had no helmet.’


Her mother smiled. ‘I knew you’d bring that up again.’


‘Mam, it’s not a joke. It’s serious.’


‘I know, love, you’re right. I should get one. I had a great sleep just now.’ Changing the subject like she always did. ‘It’s so hard to sleep these nights, isn’t it?’


Emily made no response. She’d be killed off that bike for want of a helmet, racing around like she was in the Tour de France.


‘Clem brought me home. He’s so good.’


Clem. The name rang a bell, but Emily couldn’t— Oh, wait. The odd-job man, wasn’t it? She’d met him a couple of times, vaguely recalled someone short and heavyset. ‘Why didn’t you ring me? I could have come and got you.’


‘Ah, no, I couldn’t drag you away from work. I knew Clem wouldn’t mind, he’s very obliging. He dropped everything when I rang, came straight over. And he’s going to try and fix the bike too – the front wheel is all bent.’


Clem was beginning to sound like a proper knight in shining armour. Maybe he had his eye on Mam.


‘I asked him to come to dinner some night. I hope you don’t mind.’


Emily looked at her in surprise. ‘Did you?’ They never had anyone to dinner. Dervla didn’t count: she was like family. ‘Why?’


‘I just felt I should, after him going out of his way for me like that. You don’t mind, do you?’


‘No, of course I don’t.’


It seemed a bit over the top all the same. Wouldn’t he have been just as happy with a fiver? She finished the water and got to her feet, fighting weariness. ‘Have you eaten?’


‘Just a banana at lunchtime.’


‘Stay where you are. I’ll do a salad and bring it out.’


‘Thanks, love.’


Her calf muscles protested as she crossed the kitchen floor to wash her hands and fill the kettle. So tired this evening, the heat sapping every ounce of energy from her. She craved a cool shower but food was a more pressing need – she’d had nothing since a limp tuna sandwich at one, nearly six hours ago.


‘So what exactly happened?’ she asked, taking cooked chicken and green olives from the fridge. She listened to her mother’s voice floating in from the yard as she shredded lettuce and chopped tomatoes and celery and made a honey and garlic and lemon dressing. A dog bounding out – Mam could have been killed if she’d fallen in the path of a car, her unprotected head crushed under a tyre in an instant.


Tipping everything into a bowl, tossing the dressing through it, she thought how quickly things could change. Look at their father, taken abruptly from them when Emily and Philip were three. Look at a customer at the supermarket a few months back, keeling over in the fruit and veg, sending a display of pineapples crashing with him to the ground. She remembered the gawkers who had quickly gathered, the nurse who’d materialised and made frantic efforts to revive him until the paramedics arrived. No good: dead before he reached the hospital. His black golf umbrella propped forgotten by a display of oranges, and then sitting for weeks on a shelf in the locker room, nobody knowing what to do with it, until it finally disappeared.


Look at her only brother, her twin, here one day and vanished the next. On a plane halfway around the world before they realised he was gone, before they found his note stuck into the mug of keys beside the television. Mam wanting to call the guards right away, wanting them to start tearing the place apart looking for him. Emily persuading her to hang on, telling her that he was an adult, that the guards would do nothing for forty-eight hours.


She divided the salad between two plates. She could still see Mam’s devastated face when she’d made the discovery of the missing money later that evening. Kept it in an old handbag under the sink, behind the washing soda and the bleach and the scouring pads, despite Emily’s urging to open a post office savings account. The bag still there, the money gone, the nest egg she’d been building for her old age. No more mention of the guards after that.


I’m sure he had his reasons, she’d said. He wouldn’t just go off like that unless he felt he had to. And he’ll pay me back, I’m certain of it. Still making allowances for him even then, even with his treachery staring her in the face. Still confident now, five years later, that there was a rational explanation, that the money had been borrowed, not stolen. Still believing in him, despite the fact that not once in five years had he bothered to pick up the phone and make sure they were still alive.


The kettle came to the boil and clicked off. She snapped her mind back to the present and made a pot of strong tea: Mam drank it like tar. She put everything on a tray and brought it out, and laid it carefully on the rickety little bench.


‘Isn’t this lovely?’ Mam said. ‘You have me spoilt. I love those olives.’


‘You want some bread? I brought home rolls.’


‘No, this is just grand. Sit down and relax now.’


Emily poured tea. ‘So how was your new lady?’


‘Oh, she’s lovely, very easy. Much less fussy than Bella.’


‘That’s good. I hope you’re not thinking of working tomorrow. You should rest up.’


‘I’ll see how I feel in the morning. You never know, I might be fine after a night’s sleep.’


Even though she couldn’t sleep in the heat. ‘But you have no bike: how will you travel?’


‘Clem might have it back. And even if it’s not fixed I could get the bus. Tomorrow is Paula’s day and she’s on a bus route. If I’m OK to walk to the stop I’ll be grand.’
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