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CHAPTER ONE


Last night I dreamed that everything was as it had been in Arkady. The curtain had not gone up on the theatre of the past two months, and life was routine, even dull. The dream held one gleaming detail: I was happy.


In it, I was preparing a large lasagne, Tom and Jack were playing a complicated two-handed computer game on Jack’s laptop, and Jerry’s key was turning in the lock of the front door as he rejoined us from work. This dream, therefore, was set on a Friday, because on every other weekday, and on some weekends, my husband was not able to get home for dinner, or supper as we call it now. To give him his due he normally tried to hold Fridays sacrosanct, unless he was abroad.


I slipped the lasagne into the oven and turned to greet him. But his hair was long and ringleted, and he had grown a beard and whiskers. He was the Beast from Beauty and the Beast.


I woke up, pulse hammering in my throat, but could hear no echo of a scream in the bedroom, or even in my head: my screaming, too, must have been part of the dream.


I also knew instantly that the monster reference had come from seeing the stage show earlier this year at the Point. This was irrelevant because as my pulse slowed, reality, like a veil thick with soot, floated slowly downwards from the corona over our bed to cover me with dread. I looked at the bedside clock: it was just after half past five. Jerry’s side of the bed was vacant – and cold.


What I did hear, seeping through the house, was the unmistakable blare of horns and trumpets from the family room downstairs. He always listens to The Ring when he is distressed and I could picture him, hunched miserably in his leather ‘listening’ chair, pulling on a cigarette. He gave up smoking almost six years ago but, because of what has happened, has reverted to consuming twenty, maybe thirty a day.


We all smoked, years ago, everyone in our close circle, Fergus and Maddy, Rita and Ricky, Michael and I. We smoked unthinkingly – lighting up as we reached to answer the telephone, took the first sip of tea or coffee, before we went to bed to top up the nicotine for the night. Earlier still, Maddy, Rita and I had smoked our heads off over yellowing towers of civil-service files long before the non-smoking ethos hit the institution; and years later, while the new health-consciousness was sweeping into Ireland from America, I was furtively glad when Jerry replaced Michael that he smoked too: I did not have to give up just yet.


From our bed, I listened for a while as Wagner’s narrative, ethereally dimmed by distance and expensive wool carpeting, rose and fell.


Appreciation for music is one aspect of my youth that still stands to me – not that you would know it, these days: I have not touched the Steinway in the drawing room for years, and as for my cello, the object I used to choose without hesitation as the one item I would save from my burning home, I have not seen it since it was put away for safekeeping when Jack was born nearly eighteen years ago. (Having left everything to the professional movers, I did not even notice it during the transfer to Arkady.)


Over the years, Maddy, Rita and I have operated a sort of musical barter system: they would agree to come to the National Concert Hall with me, if I would go with Maddy to stage musicals or with Rita to ‘icon’ performances – Frank Sinatra, Neil Diamond, Sandie Shaw, Garth Brooks.


The Diamond concert at Lansdowne Road football stadium is particularly memorable for Rita’s delight. Actually, ‘delight’ does not quite cover the hopping, dancing, waving bundle of ecstasy she was on that occasion. I can still see her, red woolly hat bobbing above the collar of her sheepskin jacket; I can still feel her sturdy biceps gripping mine as she hauled me to my feet.


By far the most zest-filled of us three, she excelled herself that night, succeeding in cajoling four out of five of the spectators in our area of the cold, windy stand – young, old, middle-aged – to join her in yelling along to ‘Sweet Caroline’ and ‘Love On The Rocks’ at the top of their voices.


And I remember looking across at Maddy, so healthy then, catching an expression on her face that I can describe only as surprised joy as she, too, belted along at top volume. I ached for her. Maddy is a performer and she should have been enabled to do her thing. Rita and I should have pushed her harder – and to blazes with Fergus and his needs.


I am not sure why that vivid little episode at Lansdowne Road has floated to the surface of my mind after . . . what is it? Four years? Five? And at this point of crisis. Or why I am describing it to you at such length.


Perhaps it is because uncomplicated pleasure like it has been absent this summer. Or perhaps, at the risk of sounding defensive, I need to illustrate from the outset that I can and do enjoy myself.


At that concert, for instance, once I overcame a reluctance to look silly by waving my arms in the air, I forgot my embarrassment and joined in with a full heart. And when the micro-dot below us that was the singer himself had left his piano for the last time, I led our section in turning to Rita, including her in a standing, cheering ovation. (Being Rita, she acknowledged our homage as graciously as if she were the Queen Mum.)


Secretly, I long to be swept away like that every day, to be an extrovert like she is, instinctively sociable and ‘uncomplicated’, but my upbringing and early training has served to embed in me an innate reticence. My two best friends would describe me accurately – and with some understatement – as the quietest of us. Within my house, I am confident, Arkady’s chatelaine. Outside it, while I hope I give a good impression of being briskly in charge, I feel far from it.


I read somewhere that shyness is a supreme form of selfishness. There is some truth in this: reserved people like me operate within a circle of self-assessment – do they like me? – and can detect barometrically the chilliness or warmth of response to a fraction of a degree. In my case, certainly, a ‘third eye’ operates whenever I am with more than one or two people – You idiot! Why did you say that? Now they’ll think you’re stupid! – and sometimes, as you will see, it operates to take me out of my body altogether.


I am aware that even by offering an apologia at such an early stage – Make allowances for me, please. Like me. Look beneath – I am hanging myself.


Enough. You will judge me for yourself.


Maddy certainly seems to take me as I am but Rita has not given up on trying to break me down. At every opportunity she tries to draw me out, as she would call it, and while she is respectful of it, insists that my passion for listening to what she calls mourning music, has coloured my personality too darkly. Consequently I have been dragged not only to her concerts but to circuses, Funderland, even Torville and Dean. Thank God for gusty, gutsy Rita. Thank God for Maddy, too. Thank God for the two of them and their support. Without them I might have been a sad sack altogether, even a social recluse – Jerry has always been too busy to attend any event where he is not entertaining corporately.


I did not go down to comfort him this morning in the family room because I have run out of things to say and, in any case, I find I am still ambivalent. My heart has burned to ashes, if that is not too melodramatic but that is how it feels. There is a bitter, cold, gritty feeling in the centre of my chest.


As I relate this now, it is five hours after that horrible waking. And as we, my husband and I, sit here in the drawing room of Arkady, staring at the sea-fog trailing its ragged coat on the calm, drab water far below, I feel nothing much.


The thoughts running through my head are at half, even idling speed and, strangely enough, have little to do with the immediate traumas of the past couple of months and weeks. At present I am at the mercy of others so no panicked thoughts or worries on my part will shift what seems to be inevitable.


I have therefore reverted to the mundane. Assuming that I can find someone to take care of Tom (who is at that awkward age where he does not want a baby-sitter but still needs one), I might play tennis this afternoon, but only if this fog lifts. Or perhaps even if it does not.


I might telephone Rita or Maddy, or both, and we could meet for coffee in town. Or we could sweep through one of the shopping malls we can all get to, these days, on the M50 – we haven’t been together on an outing like that in Dublin for ages.


I might go to the cinema – I have not seen a film for a very long time.


Or then again, I might just make a start on clearing out my wardrobe. Those charity-shop sacks glare accusingly at me from the hall table every time I pass.


Jerry, who is sitting across from me, seems shrunken. He is more than six feet two inches tall, but today he seems as little as an old man although he is barely fifty. On a normal day at this time he would be at work, running the universe.


I must not be glib.


How did this whole thing start?


Where do I start?


I was an old child. When I look back on early snapshots I see a grave, unsmiling little girl with an ugly pudding-bowl haircut and a worry line between eyes that observed too much. Internal time has not moved much for me and in middle age I feel exactly the same – and just as worried – as I did when I was seven.


I do not mean to imply that I had an unhappy childhood or that I have always walked under a permanent cloud. It is not so. Our lifestyle is privileged now and I would be thoroughly ungrateful if I did not thank God for it.


And I love Jerry. I definitely do. I have made that decision and just as I hold fast to Arkady, as a beautiful, consoling constant in this floorless world, I will try to hold on to that, too, whatever happens.


I will not begin this narrative, as a child does, on the day I was born. This is not my life story: it is an attempt to put order on the chaos around me. Maddy and Rita, no doubt, will tell you from their points of view how they have coped with this past summer – and with me. Thank God none of us could see into the future before it bore in on us all to such nuclear effect.


For my part, I will be trying to re-create events, conversations and feelings as they occurred on the day, eschewing hindsight. Or is it foresight in this instance? We do not live our lives chronologically, I think: more and more, as the years go on, I might seem to be living mine in a continuum, so that events of twenty or thirty years ago are re-imagined alongside what actually happened yesterday or, even, what is happening now. I am not unique in this, of course: our minds all work this way, whether we recognise it or not.


In any event, I will relate my story as much for myself as for the record, mostly in an effort to understand how my husband and I came to this point, too drained to speak to each other while we wait for the police to arrive.


Knowing where to begin is difficult but I think the best way to set about it is to go back to the month of May and the day we departed for Collioure.




CHAPTER TWO


From the moment I first heard it, the smooth young voice of my husband’s PA reminded me of a clarinet, the plaintive, virginal notes of which I had loved since first hearing the instrument.


Although Susan had been working for Jerry for more than nine months, I had never asked him to describe her, not wanting to give the impression that I was insecure. Naturally, she and I had introduced ourselves over the telephone and we spoke to each other a lot, sometimes daily, to co-ordinate the domestic and work diaries.


At some stage he volunteered that she was smart and dressed well, and if I were asked at that time to guess what type of woman went with that dulcet, slightly husky voice, I would have plumped for a tall, slim brunette. That busy mid-May day of departure, though, I was far from visualising her as we spoke.


Rita insists that a woman’s brain can cope with up to seven tasks simultaneously and I was certainly multitasking during that call, ticking items on a fistful of last-minute lists and interrupting myself to shout instructions at the boys, who were still rummaging around upstairs. ‘I was just about to call you, Mrs Brennan,’ she said, immediately after answering. ‘The car is outside. It will be leaving here in about five minutes.’


‘Great.’ I ticked ‘garlic crusher’. I never travel anywhere without my own: I find that, no matter how plush the rental accommodation, they never include a decent one in the inventory.


‘And Jerry asked me to tell you he’ll meet you at Check-in with the others. He had a few things he wanted to finish up here.’


I placed a red mark against ‘Jerry’s Lens Fluid’. He had only recently converted to contacts and was very fussy about them. ‘That’s fine. Thanks, Susan.’


‘I hope you have a wonderful holiday, Mrs Brennan.’ She never called me Tess.


‘We will, if we ever get out of here!’ ‘Gold Sandals.’ Tick. ‘Jungle Formula. Mobile phone charger.’ Tick. Tick. ‘’Bye now!’ I hung up.


We, our gang of three couples and assorted offspring, had been holidaying together for ten years. We hired two minibuses – ‘people-carriers’ now – choosing a different destination each time. The stipulations were that the house had to have a pool and enough bedrooms – at least six – with three en-suites, for the adults, a cleaning and cooking service, and that it was less than an hour from a golf course. For the youngsters it had to have satellite TV and computer connections in case it rained, and also to be within walking reach of a beach so we wouldn’t have to drive them all the time. And, very importantly, it had to be within striking distance of a large town or city so we girls had somewhere decent to shop.


There was one other rule, introduced by the three women three years ago: no one could take more than one suitcase. This was designed to cut out competition between us and, more particularly, between Rita’s girls as to who looked most glamorous in the evenings.


Or so Rita and I insisted. The subtext was that she and I did not wish to show up Maddy, whose wardrobe is not as extensive as ours. She has enough on her plate without having to worry about feeling inferior to us in the clothes department. Although it makes no intellectual sense, this does matter among friends.


I reread the last-minute instructions for Mrs Byrne, our treasure who, during the month we were gone, would come to the house for two days each week instead of her usual three. I wanted her to clear out the hot press and bag up any towels, face flannels or sheets that had passed their sell-by dates. She could drop them off at one of the charity shops on her way home. She was also to take down the family-room curtains for collection by the dry-cleaner . . .


I tore a fresh sheet from my pad:


And if you have time, Mrs B, it would be great if you could take up the rugs in the den and the drawing room – and the study of course – and, weather permitting, ha-ha!, give them all a bit of a beating out in the fresh air.


Mrs Byrne and I had been together since we moved to Arkady.


I chewed at the end of the ball-point. Then:


That’s it, I think. All the routine stuff, too, of course. Don’t forget to water the ficus and check the sell-by dates of the stuff in the freezer, and there’s quite a bit of ironing in the laundry room. And I’m leaving the machines running so you’ll have to empty them. Thanks. Hope everything’s OK at home. See you on 17 June! I’ll bring you back a parrot!!!!!!


I added the fresh sheets to the sheaf of instructions already bulging under Mrs Byrne’s magnet on the fridge and looked round my pretty pastel kitchen, with its free-standing, fretworked cupboards under their festoons of dried herbs and lavender. From behind the doors to the utility and laundry rooms came the low, satisfying hum that told me all the machines were doing their cleaning thing.


Then the familiar clench under my breastbone: if Mammy could only see how well I’d done! She would be in awe of Arkady, that’s for sure. There isn’t a day I don’t think about her and I still really miss her, even though she’s been dead for nearly forty years. At this stage of my life, I find it difficult to separate my real images of her from those I have created. I wondered for the thousandth time what she would have made of Jerry.


I cast a last look round my lovely kitchen, then hurried into the hall. ‘Come on, fellas,’ I yelled, from the foot of the stairs. ‘The car’ll be here in five minutes. Get your act together!’


‘Mummy, I can’t find my Wranglers.’ Tom, wearing only underpants, shoved his head through the balustrade across the landing from his bedroom.


‘No time to look for them now, sweetheart, we’ll buy you a new pair in Duty Free – OK?’


‘Pathetic!’ Jack came out of his room, beside his brother’s, and barrelled down the stairs.


‘Don’t you read anything, Mum? We’re not going outside the EU. We can’t buy Duty Free.’


The doorbell rang and I opened the door to Mick, Jerry’s driver, then raced up the stairs to Tom’s bedroom where I could hear him flinging open drawers. ‘Come on, chop-chop! The plane will go without us!’


‘I’m going as fast as I can, Mummy!’ Spoken with as much sarcasm as can be mustered by an aggrieved eleven-year-old.


He was snuggled in beside me and sucking his thumb when at last we scrunched off down the driveway. I forbore to comment on his outfit of Liverpool T-shirt over khaki bermudas, and glared at Jack to silence him when he raised an eyebrow.


‘Bye-bye, House!’ I whispered, as the gates closed behind us and we headed down the hill towards the village. I say this every time I leave; it’s a superstition I have. I feel, somehow, that Arkady, with its mullioned windows, graceful portico and beautiful gardens, could be a mirage. That if I don’t give it its proper due it won’t be here when I return and I’ll be bounced back to Ballina.


When the estate agent drove me round Howth while I was house-hunting on Jerry’s behalf, she was so garrulously complimentary about every damp-ridden bungalow she showed me that I was beginning to despair. Some were in fine locations with wonderful sea views but would have needed knocking down and rebuilding. Those that were in good repair and attractive in themselves were either hidden in swampy hollows or came with such small plots that a decent garden was out of the question.


At the end of our ‘tour’ we parked in the woman’s Starlet at the summit of Howth Head. Far below us, a car ferry rocked in the wake of a giant container ship as both vessels made their way into Dublin port; overhead, an Aer Lingus plane banked on its approach to the airport. I had sold Jerry on the notion that of all the places available in Dublin, this was where he had to buy, and on that sunny day in winter, Howth, showing its bones in style, confirmed the sale. So much so that I was depressed at the paucity of what was on offer both from this agency and others I had contacted. ‘Is there nothing else?’ I asked the woman.


‘No.’ She peered at her list. ‘Not at the moment, I’m afraid, unless . . .’ She thought a little, then: ‘We’re expecting a house to come in on our books some time this week,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘but we haven’t actually signed it yet and I can’t show it.’


She looked across at me, as though assessing my psychological health. ‘I won’t lie to you, Mrs Butler, it will need a lot of work, and although I don’t have a precise figure yet, of course, it may be a little beyond your budget. But to judge by the way you’ve reacted to what I’ve already shown you, it just might suit you.’


At this point, I thought, I had nothing to lose. ‘Does it have a sea view?’


‘This view. On a clear day as far as Wexford!’ she fired up, and nodded for emphasis, her blonded, lacquered hair retaining the shape ordained for it.


‘Could we just drive by it? So I could get an idea?’


‘Sure, although we won’t exactly be driving by. It’s at the end of a cul-de-sac.’


The gates of Arkady were locked tight with a rusting chain and the enormous sloping garden to the front and sides was seriously overgrown, but on the instant the woman stopped the car, every molecule of my body jumped to attention, and my skin grew tight in an effort to contain the lust to possess this house.


The estate agent did not notice my reaction because she had launched into her spiel and was gazing across me up at the house. ‘It’s an executor’s sale. I haven’t seen it myself, as I said, but I understand, as I’m sure you can see for yourself, Mrs Butler, that it will need work. On the positive side, while the interior is old fashioned and could do with updating, you will find that the roof is sound and that the . . . yakkity-yakkity.’


I didn’t hear anything else. I had stopped listening.


Standing well back above the road, the plain grey façade of Arkady’s three storeys was set with a multiplicity of windows, a few obviously broken, and hung, as far as I could see from this distance, with old-fashioned nets. Its double front door, with an ancient, bleached sun-awning hanging off it in tatters, was set into a wide porch, on each side of which was a specimen-sized box ball, so badly neglected that the clipped shapes had been almost obscured by new shoots. The lawn had reverted, with tall grasses, thistles, nettles, buddleia and two-foot-high scraggly wild flowers fighting for space and winning it from the roses and lupins in what had once been flower-beds.


I loved it. Irrevocably. I cannot explain why, but this decrepit structure, far too large for Jerry’s needs, called to me like a forlorn siren. It took just a nano-second to answer that call, for my brain to calculate how much my own house in Sallynoggin would fetch. I would want to have something to bring to the table when Jerry Brennan and I came to live together in Arkady.




CHAPTER THREE


To say I was shocked by the unexpected thought that Jerry Brennan and I would live together is an understatement: up to that moment, I had not realised I had been thinking of a permanent arrangement between us.


In the three months that had elapsed since the concert where we met, we had begun cautiously to date, a concert one week, a play the next, a corporate outing to a race meeting, one or two intimate dinners where the chat was general. We had not slept together although when we said goodnight to each other, despite a tacit understanding that neither of us was looking for a second serious relationship, he had taken to kissing me.


But as I gazed at Arkady, I grasped in this moment of intense, fused life that I, for one, had been wondering where we were headed. During the day, I had found myself looking forward to our outings, thinking about his deep blue eyes and lean frame, and how, when he wasn’t under pressure, he could make me laugh with his dry wit. I had considered the fit: religion (important but not crucial. Church of England folk are generally easy-going and he seemed to have no objections to my Catholicism), money (we were both conservative, he more than I), music. The last was an important bellwether for me, and I was glad to find we had broadly similar tastes: Schoenberg would have been the outer limits of what either of us could tolerate in a symphony. Similarly, our operatic tastes lay broadly within the band called ‘lollipops’ – Verdi, Puccini, Rossini, Handel – with the addition of Richard Strauss and Britten. Jerry ventured as far as Wagner, but while I adore the chorus work, the orchestration and some of the lusher scenes in the operas, I find most of the arias and recitatives too dense – and too long.


Actually, the word ‘glad’, used about the discovery of our musical sympathies, is not sufficiently resonant, considering the context. It was more like placing a tick in the positive column of a mental list I now saw I had been compiling. For instance, the ‘respect’ box was ticked positively because I admired his mind: Jerry Brennan was widely read and quick to grasp the most abstruse points of the Irish political system, a labyrinth that defeated many natives. I also admired the way he was driven to achievement by energy and ambition, so unlike the dreamy meandering of my beloved Michael.


Michael’s mind had been so constantly engaged with the past that it frequently excluded the nuts and bolts of the present. He had compulsory mortgage-protection insurance, of course, but it took constant nagging by Daddy for him to make a will. It had turned out to be a three-line affair, hand-written on a piece of lined A4 notepaper, naming me as his executor and stating that his estate was to go to me.


It took a further sustained onslaught from my father to engage Michael sufficiently in the dreariness of taking out life insurance, a task he completed only two months before he died. (Which, of course, led to much questioning by the insurance company while I was still lost in a grief-stricken haze: Had your husband been depressed recently? Was he showing signs of stress? Had he many financial worries?)


All of this flashed through my mind that day, while the estate agent continued to talk about this house I wanted so desperately that I could taste its dust in my mouth. I broke into the sales patter: ‘How much?’


‘I can’t honestly tell you, Mrs Butler, without seeing the interior. One of my colleagues knew the owner and was at a party in that house years ago. It was he who told me we would be getting it from the executors for listing. Six bedrooms and apparently it has a very fine bifurcated staircase. That means—’


‘I know what it means. Give me your best estimate.’


Belatedly, she recognised my fierce interest: her expression changed and she became businesslike. ‘You must understand that whatever figure I give you I can’t be held to it, but I would think – just give me a minute here.’


She turned off the engine of the Starlet and reached into the back seat to retrieve her clipboard. I found the tension almost unbearable as, paging through other properties, she rattled on: ‘You see, I didn’t think you were in the market for such a big house.’ Then, delicately: ‘Will this sale be contingent on your selling a property, Mrs Butler?’


‘I’m not sure yet.’


I rolled down my window and watched the bright sea. I had lied. I was sure. I would sell everything I owned to possess this run-down money-trap.


Ostensibly my eyes were fixed on an elongated flock of seagulls wheeling above the wake of a trawler but I wasn’t focused on the aerial ballet. I was busy constructing my own sales pitch to Jerry. Just come out to Howth and have a look, Jerry. I think you’ll be impressed. There are one or two others you should consider as well, of course . . .


That would be a blatant misrepresentation. There were not one or two others to be considered. Arkady was it.


‘About two forty,’ the woman said eventually, bringing me round to look at her again. ‘Now, as I said, I could be wildly off.’ She met my gaze. ‘Of course, you could always make an offer and we could present it to our clients.’


‘Leave it with me,’ I said shortly, disappointment so acute it felt like a fresh wound. My house would fetch only seventy-five or eighty thousand pounds, I knew that. When stamp duty and fees were added, how could I convince Jerry to pay more than two hundred thousands pounds for what, on first sight, I was sure he would think was a dump? (At today’s grossly inflated prices in Dublin, these figures sound ludicrously low, I know, but this was the early nineties, remember.)


The woman was watching me closely as I struggled to prevent this setback showing. ‘Will I telephone you to arrange a viewing?’


‘Yes, please.’


‘Fine.’ She scribbled something in her notebook. ‘I have your number. Will your husband be with you?’


She had assumed I was married and I did not disabuse her of the notion. ‘I – I’m not sure.’ The hesitation was minor. I had already recovered my determination and, whatever it cost, I was going to get this house.


‘Fine. No problem.’ She threw the clipboard over her shoulder into the back seat and restarted her engine, smiling at me. ‘It’s women who make these decisions anyway, isn’t it, Mrs Butler? We all know that.’


‘Mmmm . . .’ I smiled back at her and as we drove down the hill towards the village, I looked back over my shoulder. The roof of Arkady stood proudly above its confrères at the height of the road, a galleon in full sail attended by vassal tenders and tugs. ‘Bye-bye, house,’ I whispered. ‘I’ll be back.’


That’s how the leave-taking tradition, or superstition, had begun.


‘Great day for it, Mrs Brennan.’ Jerry’s driver, Mick, was as sunny as always as we bowled down the hill. Good old Mick, seventy if he’s a day but still trying to pretend he’s fifty-nine. The firm should have pensioned him off when he was sixty-five but Jerry saved him. I was glad because it is relaxing to be in his company, perhaps because he never speaks, for good or ill, about anyone in the firm and so, you think, he won’t be talking about you.


In this instance he was right, it was a great day for it, and as the Merc swept along the sea-front, I lowered my window to breathe in the fishy, salt-laden breezes clinking cheerfully through the forest of sunlit yacht riggings in the harbour marina. I had fallen in love with Howth when I was a girl and newly arrived in Dublin and have never for one moment fallen out. I am also well aware of how lucky I am that Arkady is perched on the airy heights of the summit, above the new townhouses and apartments, day-trippers, weekend overcrowding and litter of which all the natives complain.


Thank God. I mean that. I do not take a single aspect of my good fortune for granted.


Even our relationship with the neighbours in the four other houses in our cul-de-sac is civilised but not overly friendly, which suits my nature. We exchange cards and bottles of wine at Christmas and are available in emergencies, but otherwise the alliance between us runs little further than a greetings exchange of the ‘Good morning, isn’t it a lovely day?’ variety.


Traffic was moving freely along the Black Banks Road but we got caught in roadworks on the motorway, so all the others were there when the boys and I got ourselves and our trolleys inside the airport. Queues without number, of course, even at the Premier Gold Circle desk, which is supposed to be exclusive and fast-tracked.


‘Here she is at last. Hello, Tess.’ Maddy, in raffia sandals, was shivering in a yellow sundress over which she had draped a thin cotton cardigan. She looked across my shoulder, searching the crowd: ‘Jerry not with you?’


At that time, Jerry was the unchallenged leader of us all. I am not quite sure why: it might have been by virtue of his job where he was used to being in command, but it might also have been sheer force of personality. ‘He’ll be along – hi, Fergus!’


Maddy’s husband, standing beside their son, acknowledged the greeting with a gesture from his place in the queue in front of her. ‘Something last minute came up as usual,’ I continued. ‘Hi, Rita, Ricky – girls!’ I waved at them and at their four daughters, each of whom was wired into her personal CD-player. Rita was wearing a white silk tent. Adored by her husband and four girls, Rita, as you have gathered, no doubt, is the archetypal earth mother in The Darling Buds of May, warm expansive and (sorry, Rita!) well upholstered – to the extent that she cannot bear the constriction of tights, never wears them, and does not care a fig for anyone’s opinion of her varicosed legs.


I took out my mobile and squinted at its little green face. No messages. He probably hadn’t even left the office yet. Being CEO of a big company has its perks, but it has drawbacks too. Like never making it on time for any family affair, even missing some, such as Tom’s confirmation last month.


My husband’s work life was one long crisis; I had stopped listening to the individual dramas. I could have taken out a patent on the art of looking interested and asking relevant questions, while mentally running over any lists I needed to compile for the following day.


He could not even spend an entire holiday with us – ‘A month is too long to be away, Tess, and last year was a disaster. How many times do I have to tell you?’ – so he would grace us with his presence for only the first three weeks. I suppose I should have counted myself lucky that he had granted us that much.


When my turn came, the girl refused to check Jerry in, even though I had his passport and ticket. Her attitude was understandable, I suppose, in light of the 11 September tragedy in New York the previous year. But you would think, would you not, that they would be well acquainted with Jerry Brennan, who flies to London or Europe or Russia at least three or four times a month, sometimes even more frequently? I did not have the nerve to argue: the Germans behind me were clearing their throats and looking over my shoulder.


I took his ticket off the counter but checked in his suiter with the rest of our luggage. In most circumstances, where my relationship with Jerry is concerned, I think I could be described as ‘accommodating’, even sometimes ‘meek’. Right then, however, I had what Daddy would describe as a rush of blood to the head and, on the pretext that my flight was on last call, insinuated my way past the queue at the ticket desk, leaving Jerry’s ticket and passport with one of the clerks. Then I stabbed out a text message to him, telling him what I had done. It was going to be his own lookout if he missed the flight.


That felt good, I thought, as I went back to rejoin the others. But before I reached them, the headiness evaporated and it happened again: one of those weird, unsettling riffs of third-eye objectivity that arose on the oddest occasions. This time I saw myself as if I was in a film, the camera zeroing in from a distance. The shot isolated a waxed, middle-aged, middle-class woman, ladies’ singles champion of her tennis club, with toned thighs, perfectly oval nails and cream-coloured hair, her poise underpinned by the knowledge that her house was a showplace, her personal bathroom a sanctuary, and the walk-in wardrobes in her dressing room rich with silk and linen.


Tom came into the laundry room one time when I was recovering from one of these eerie little departures, and before I knew what I was doing, I had told him what was happening. ‘That happens to me all the time, Mum,’ he said, in his detached way. ‘Do you feel far away and you’re looking at yourself?’


‘That’s right.’


‘It’s nothing. You just deal with it, OK? It’s easy. Are my tennis socks dry?’


I ‘dealt with it,’ naturally, since I had no choice but to do so. But as an aside, the sleek ‘Tess’ Butler Brennan I saw during these episodes was a triumphant evolution of Teresa Cahill, the fat, frumpy girl with mousy hair brought up over her father’s newsagent’s in Ballina.


But surrounded as she was, that day in the airport concourse, by busy, swirling crowds, Teresa could see quite clearly through her camera’s pitiless lens that Tess’s glossy skin and perfectly draped pashmina hid the fact that she often felt as dry and empty as a coconut husk.




CHAPTER FOUR


Collioure is in Catalonian France, just north of the Spanish border: ‘a delightful and historical fishing village’, according to the bumf that came from the rental agent, who had found us a big old villa in the hills above the town. What’s more, the place has street cred: it is where Patrick O’Brian lived to write his series of maritime novels and where Matisse did a lot of his painting. Names to drop when holiday yarns were to be swapped at dinner parties during the long nights of winter.


Jerry and I were arguing on the wide, red-tiled terrace from which, dressed in shorts and tank top, I had been keeping vigil to meet him on his arrival.


When Meek Tess saw him climb out of the taxi, almost a day late, Heady Tess remembered how aggrieved she was and made her displeasure fully known. He tried to gloss it over, work, paperwork, blah blah – ‘You wouldn’t understand, Tess, it’d bore you’ – but for once she was having none of it. ‘Please don’t treat me like an imbecile,’ she said stiffly, her voice low but deadly so none of the others, not awake yet – or, at least, not up – would hear. ‘I have been living with you and the Sentinel Group for ten years. I can understand the finer workings of your hierarchy and its problems. You were never staying for the full holiday and now you’ve shortened it even further. Explain it to me again. What was so urgent?’


‘Drop it, Tess, will you? The sky didn’t fall in, did it? You had Jack and Tom to help you, if you could have been persuaded to give that pair of dainty violets of yours a gee-up. It’s a long, complicated story and if I embarked on it you’d get the glassy look in your eye you think I don’t notice. So give it a rest. I got here as quick as I could. I could have waited for the direct flight from Dublin to Barcelona later today but I stayed at bloody Heathrow last night to catch a flight to Perpignan before bloody dawn.’


He saw me drawing breath to have another go and put a hand on my arm. ‘I’m here now, lass,’ his voice was soft, ‘don’t make me wish I weren’t.’ Jerry’s Yorkshire accent has virtually extinguished itself in the corporate-speak of big business, yet sometimes, particularly when he is exasperated or angry, it surfaces and his vowels broaden. There is a hint of Scotland too. He had begun his working life as an insurance salesman for a large company out of a sub-office in Glasgow.


He watched me carefully as we teetered on the edge of an all-out knockdown row. The air resonated with it. But behind us rose the formidable peaks of the Pyrenees, striped on their lower reaches with vineyards and dotted with ochre-roofed farms; a windscreen sparked in the sunshine flooding the corniche below us and below that again, the blue, blue Mediterranean quietly filled the harbour of Collioure, curving between bell-tower and breakwater. It should have been wonderful. It was wonderful, so I bit hard. I had had my say, I had made it clear how upset I was, no point in banging away and sending him into one of his extended icy sulks, especially given that we were going to be in close company with our friends. ‘All right, we’ll leave it there.’


‘Good. Now, what’s on the agenda for today?’ Item settled. On to next item.


‘What do you want to do?’ I was still annoyed of course, but told myself that the last thing any husband needed after a stressful journey was a resentful wife. ‘Why don’t we stroll down into the town and get the baguettes?’


‘Shit, Tess – I thought we were paying for that kind of thing. Are you telling me that we’ve paid a fortune for this place and they don’t even deliver the goddamned bread in the morning?’


‘Relax, will you? They do. It’s here already, in the kitchen. But wouldn’t it be nice to do the French thing for ourselves? I bet it’s wonderful in those patisseries down there. Come on, be adventurous.’ It was my turn to put out the hand of conciliation. ‘Don’t be such an old curmudgeon.’


‘Whatever you say.’ He picked up his travel bag. ‘I’m going in to have a shower. Which is our bedroom?’


‘First on the left after you go through the kitchen.’ As he moved to go in, the dregs of my anger were dissipated by the sight of his tired gait and travel-weary suit. ‘C’mere, you!’ I ran after him, grabbed his sleeve and planted a kiss on his stubbly cheek. ‘I’ve laid out your shorts and a T-shirt. And don’t you even think of wearing socks! I’ll meet you back here in fifteen minutes. Now, give me that mobile, we’re going for a walk, just the two of us. Your office can do without you for one hour—’


‘Tess! Stop it!’ He marched away. I could see it would take more than a kiss on the cheek to prise him away from business.


In case I have not made this clear so far, I might explain here that I am not Jerry’s original wife nor is he my first husband; I met him at a Carreras recital almost a year after being widowed.


I found myself seated next to this tall, quite impatient person, who seemed to be hosting a corporate group and was obviously not happy about it: one of his knees jigged continuously like a little piston. I must have sighed or shown some sort of irritation at this because the jigging stopped and he smiled apologetically at me. I smiled back.


We bumped into each other again at the wine table during the interval and got chatting. I discovered he was in the process of moving to Ireland to take up a new post as CEO of the Sentinel newspaper group. ‘I’m having difficulty finding a house. I’m not good at it – my wife always did that kind of thing.’


‘Is she not with you?’


‘We’re divorced,’ he said tersely.


‘Oh! I’m sorry!’


‘Don’t be.’ He clammed up.


Hastily, I reintroduced the subject of houses, because if there is one subject on which I am an expert – and was even then – it is the Dublin house market. I have always been an avid reader of the property supplements in the newspapers. ‘If you’d like, I could help you to find one. The estate agents in Dublin are good but you’ll find that, understandably, they’re all anxious to sell off what they have on their own books rather than match you to a particular property. You can’t beat a bit of independent advice and local knowledge.’


He was taken aback that a total stranger would make an offer like this. ‘That’s very kind of you, but I couldn’t dream of imposing.’


‘You wouldn’t be. Not at all. Since my husband died last year, I’m underemployed, especially during term-time when my sons are at school. And I love looking at houses. It would be great to have a legitimate excuse.’


He hesitated again. ‘I’m sorry to hear about your husband. Was it sudden?’


‘Yes.’ It was my turn to clam up. Even at that stage, a little more than ten months after Michael’s death, I could not speak of it without becoming upset. And I had been serious about having time on my hands. I could have taken on a job, but I felt it was too soon, that the children needed me at home. We were always strapped for cash, but we were managing. ‘So is it a deal, then?’


The interval bell went. ‘Well, if you insist.’ He drained his glass. ‘It would be a great relief. Of course, you must allow me to do something for you in return. Could I hire you as a paid consultant?’


The idea of a few extra shillings was tempting but I rejected it. The house-search would be far less enjoyable if I was under pressure or obligation to show results. ‘Absolutely not necessary,’ I said, as we joined the crowd moving towards the auditorium. ‘I’d be taking pleasure in it. Honestly!’


‘Can’t understand why. It would be my idea of Hades. Thank you very much. But only if you allow me to buy you the best dinner Dublin can provide.’ He smiled broadly at me and I noticed how white his teeth were. It was the first detail I had seriously registered about any man since Michael died. I suppressed it. ‘Again, dinner not necessary. I’ll accept a bottle of champagne if I find you a house you like. And I’ll bill you for my petrol. I can’t say fairer than that.’


After we had taken our seats again and he had put on his glasses to read the programme notes, I noticed for the first time how much he resembled my late husband. It is, no doubt, deeply psychological but not the kind of insight into which one would like to probe too deeply. Tall, rangy men with myopia are evidently my ‘type’.


So this was how I found Arkady and, a year afterwards, ended up living in it with my two surprised sons – although Tom was still too young to pay much attention – and a new husband.


I was a little defensive about marrying so soon after my abrupt widowing, although no one could have accused us of flaunting or being flashy: we got married with no guests, no reception and just two of Jerry’s work colleagues as witnesses. Our honeymoon was one night in Hunter’s Hotel in Wicklow because at the time he was engaged in a complex acquisition for Sentinel and could not afford to take any time off. I didn’t mind: I loved Arkady so much, and had such plans for it, that it was no hardship to fly back to its embrace.


Now on this terrace above Collioure, I scuffed one of my sandals in the sandy infill between two tiles. Here we were, Jerry and I, all these years later, our corners well rubbed off, our compromises all in place.


The group vacations had started for me during the first year of my widowhood, when the other two couples, who had holidayed together before, insisted that the boys and I went with them to Crete. Then, after I married Jerry, he was simply tagged on. We brought nannies and au pairs during the early years and every year we say it will probably be the last, that it is a miracle the older ones still want to come, that we should take advantage of their company while we can. Our Jack is the eldest and I was astonished that he showed an interest this year. The attraction, I’d say, was the watersports school, or it might even have been Kitty, Rita’s eldest, who is turning into an attractive little thing.


I hope I’m not telling you too much too quickly.


With a little time to put in before Jerry came back from his shower, I decided to go into the chapel. Although I would no longer consider myself pious, I have never lost the habit of morning prayers, ingrained during boarding-school and reinforced over the two years I spent in the novitiate immediately afterwards.


I had been delighted to discover that, although it had not been mentioned in the brochure, this beautiful old house boasted a little oratory, with stained-glass windows, the tomb of a former owner, and a small, ornately gilded altar.


Entering it was like floating into another century, calm and far less complicated. It was also deliciously cool. I knelt at an age-blackened prie-dieu, one of six, and basked in the rainbows showering the air and tiles through the deep colours of the glass. Then I closed my eyes. ‘Please, God,’ I prayed, ‘please let us all relax, especially Jerry. Don’t let me put my foot in it to provoke him. Don’t let Tom fray too many nerves and don’t let Jack be too bolshy or drink too much or do something stupid with some girl. Please let our family get on together and with the rest of the gang and let all of us have a good time and go home refreshed. Amen.’ Not much of a prayer, but who ever said God demanded polished prose?


I had articulated my dearest wish for the coming month. There is a tendency, when so many people are around and so much entertainment is on offer with so many traditions that have grown up over the years – the first drink (champagne), the last drink (Cognac), the penultimate meal, the card games, the after-dinner charades and so on – to forget that one of the purposes of a family holiday is to renew your own family.


My reference to Tom was heartfelt. He is an odd little creature, a puzzle, not only to everyone close but to his teachers. Although he causes no trouble in the classroom, when he is asked to do something he does not want to do, he simply says a polite ‘No’ and nothing will move him. Now the school has more or less given up on him and leaves him to his own devices. This may be no bad strategy because his academic grades remain within the average range.


Another kid exhibiting such eccentricity might be bullied, but not Tom. It does not faze him that his classmates give him a wide berth – or so it appears; he does not want birthday parties, never invites anyone home and has never complained that he has no friends, or that he is unhappy.


One of the more sympathetic teachers explained to me once that he seems to inhabit a sort of exclusion zone and, in school at least, to keep others deliberately at bay. I knew exactly what she meant because he does it at home, too, most of the time.


One of his more trying quirks is that he obsesses about particular objects, food and clothing. For certain periods, perhaps, he will eat only green food. Then, overnight, this might be replaced by a diet consisting solely of Ambrosia Creamed Rice.


For years I wore myself out defending his strange, isolationist behaviour to friends and family, to my father. Daddy, in his words, would be inclined to give poor Tom a good old-fashioned boot up the arse. Thank God he still lives in Ballina so he and Tom don’t meet that often. Jerry, too, of course, is not without his own, forceful, opinions.


As for me, I am silent these days, letting them all hold on to their view that he is a spoiled brat. I really do not believe that – all God’s creatures may sing in the choir and so forth – but sometimes even I find his behaviour so provocative that I feel like strangling him. Then I see the wayward little V of hair, inherited from my dear, dead Michael, in the hollow of his neck at the back.


I went back to the terrace. Far out to sea, a long flat container ship trailed a finger of smoke against the horizon, and down by the harbour I could see a man setting up an easel. I leaned on the parapet and, stretching the back of my neck to invite the sun’s blessed warmth, took deep breaths to oust the remnants of the fight, still rumbling like an old steam engine inside my chest. As everything quieted, I tried to identify and separate the sounds and odours particular to this part of France. Along with the warm smell of old stone rising from under my elbows, I could distinguish a clayey tang from the vineyards, also a hint of lavender and some other floral sweetness I did not recognise but might have emanated from a yellow-flowering weed at the base of the parapet.


I fancied I could even get the scent of wild garlic – although the latter might have come from the open kitchen casement, just ten yards behind me, where the cook was already at work.


As for sounds, we were so far above the road and the village that nature was dominant outside the house. Because it was still May and the lull of full summer had not yet descended, the birds were vocal against the faint background boom of the sea. I am no ornithologist but during my years of human silence in the novitiate, I learned to separate the calls of the various species we could hear from the fields and the lake lapping at them.


Here, in the stunted trees surrounding the villa, I could identify the territorial calls of sparrows, robins, the warning clack of magpies – and, from somewhere hidden in the roof, of pigeons or doves. But, of course, there were some calls I did not know. Strangely, there was neither sight nor sound of seagulls, which were such a feature of the skies above our own harbour of Howth.


How would Michael have enjoyed this? Not a lot, probably. Too pretty, too nice.




CHAPTER FIVE


I find I retreat to the memory of my first husband when Jerry and I fight; this is not fair, of course, especially when you consider that I would be seriously put out to think that he might compare me to his first wife.


I was Teresa then; I did not become Tess until I entered Jerry’s corporate world.


Although physically alike, as I’ve said, Jerry Brennan and Michael Butler could not have been more different in personality. Michael was an academic archaeologist who liked nothing better than to spend our summer holidays scratching away at the sand in some rocky remoteness. I loved him dearly and could count on one hand the number of serious altercations we had over the fourteen years of our marriage, but those endless months of dust and (for me) boredom tried my patience, especially when Jack was small.


While Jerry is as quick as mercury and surprised by little, Michael, as might be expected from his profession, had the patience of a tortoise and, to him, every minute he spent on this planet was a revelation.


If my first husband was, well, restful, my second is anything but, and instead of mellowing as he gets older, Jerry seems to be getting crabbier. I noticed this especially in the months leading up to this holiday when I could say and do nothing right. I put his bad humour down to the stress of work: he was intent on modernising Sentinel’s plant and machinery and apparently money was haemorrhaging into it. As well as that, diversification into local radio and allied music venues, Jerry’s personal pet project, was proving even more threatening to the core business.


See? I do listen, sometimes.


I had humoured him and his irritability in the belief that this trip would improve matters. By the end of three weeks of sunshine, a Mediterranean diet and good company, I hoped, we would be back on an even plateau of affection.


I had come to believe that the measure of a good relationship is not how the partners get along in day-to-day life, but how they cope when thrown together twenty-four hours a day on holiday, in illness or retirement. In the history of Homo sapiens, nine-to-five – or, in my husband’s case, 06.30 to 19.30 – is a recent encumbrance. Jerry and I are not passionate people but as a rule we are kind to each other and good companions when he leaves the office behind.


I was lost in these domestic musings when a yawning Ricky, still in his pyjamas and with ludicrous Mickey Mouse slippers on his feet, came out to join me. ‘Howya, Teresa. Jerry here yet?’ Alone among our friends, Ricky had never made the transition to Tess.


‘Having a shower.’ I smiled at him. ‘Sleep well?’


‘No. You know me. I like me own bed.’ He yawned again and looked around at the landscape. ‘But this is nice, wha’?’ He scratched his paunch, as round as a little pig.


‘It certainly is. It’s gorgeous. I think we’re going to enjoy it here.’ I offered this tentatively, with good cause: he was with us this year on sufferance and, like Jerry, would not be staying the whole course. Ireland had qualified for the World Cup, a matter for wild national celebration. Ricky, an avid supporter of the Irish soccer team during all the lean, no-hoper years, had booked himself a flight to Japan from Barcelona a full week and a half before the rest of us flew back to Dublin. The last week of our holiday was going to be strange with two of the men missing.


With Ricky’s World Cup in June, Jerry having serious doings at work throughout July and Fergus’s series filming again in August, it had been tricky to organise the holiday this year. Providentially, none of the kids was sitting state exams so we had taken them all out of school and come early in the season.


Ricky and Rita Sleator are by far the wealthiest of our group and – probably because they have so much – the least concerned with money. Although Rita flashes the credit cards, Ricky uses them only as a last resort and always carries rolls of notes in large denominations. His phlegmatic demeanour and rotund stature mask phenomenal personal drive and shrewd business sense.


He left school early and was apprenticed to a butcher in Raheny where he watched and learned so thoroughly that eventually he convinced a bank manager to take a punt on him and lend him enough to open his first shop. Within twelve years, Sleator’s Victuallers had become a successful city-wide chain.


He did not stop there. The Sleators also co-own many other businesses: bookies’ shops, a hardware emporium in Blanchardstown, a panel-beating garage, a hackney firm, even a combined veterinary-supply and pet store somewhere in the Midlands. They live at San Lorenzo, named by Rita to honour St Laurence O’Toole, patron saint of Dublin, but translated into Italian to give it more oomph. This rambling, crenellated pile is in North County Dublin, surrounded by hundreds of acres of grassland to fatten the stock for the butchers’ shops and graze the girls’ horses.


I heard scratching behind me and turned to look. One of the resident cats was playing with a dry leaf on the tiles. Ricky hadn’t moved. ‘Penny for them, Ricky?’


‘Ah, nothin’,’ he said. ‘I’m just tired, that’s all. I’ll be grand after the first day or two. No problemo.’


‘Better rest up! It’s a long way to Japan.’


‘Tell me about it.’ His expression, naturally lugubrious, clouded further. ‘I hate them long flights. I can’t understand why they don’t build more Concordes. And I’m not looking forward to eating that sushi stuff.’


‘You won’t have to if you don’t want to. It’s Japan, not Siberia! They’ll have a McDonald’s on every corner.’


Jerry arrived then so he and I left Ricky to his contemplation of the landscape and set off for Collioure, not far on crow’s wings but about two kilometres distant along the snaking, unpaved roadway leading downhill from the villa.


At home I am not an enthusiastic walker: despite the undeniable physical and mental benefits I find it boring to ‘go for a walk’, however lovely the day or magical the surroundings. Perhaps this has something to do with the forced marches we endured as boarding-school inmates: every Sunday afternoon, we had to squelch over miles and miles of rainswept bogland in our whopping ‘outdoor shoes’, then limp back with blistered toes and skinned heels.


Nowadays, eschewing the windswept heights of my own neighbourhood around Howth Head, I keep fit with tennis in the summer and swimming in the local pool in winter. In addition, I use the equipment in our home gym at least twice a week. One of my ambitions is to install a covered pool in the grounds of Arkady. I will, too, when I get round Jerry’s outrage at the estimates of how much it would cost to run it.


The muscles around my shins protested as I tried to keep up with him on our march. He is a squash player and possessed of much longer legs than I, so no matter how I pushed my poor tortured calves, he stayed a few feet ahead, almost as though he was towing me along.


Just when I thought I could take no more, we reached the town and the blessed flat. Although it was still early and the temperature was a pleasant twenty-four degrees celsius, I was sweating. ‘You all right?’ He turned round.


‘Could we stop for a coffee or an orange juice or something? I’m parched.’


‘Sure. I’ll see if I can get a paper.’


That is another thing. We could be in the wilds of Borneo or Papua New Guinea and my Jerry’s first priority would be to locate an English-language newspaper. No matter that he might have read them the day before at home. It is the ritual that counts, and anyway, he says, these could be different editions.


We stopped at one of the open-air restaurants beside a wide, stone-walled culvert below what seemed to be a ruined fort. I sat under an umbrella and looked around while he shot off on his errand.


The culvert led to a charming little harbour where, under the buzzing heat, a few colourfully painted fishing-boats were being loaded with nets and lobster-pots. The artists were already out in force, easels lined up on the promenade opposite, lunch baskets at their feet. Saturday was obviously market day, and on the far side of the main bridge over the culvert, a jumble of food stalls was doing brisk trade under striped awnings. I could see vegetables, olives, oil, wine, cheeses, meat, fish and enticing-looking displays of preserves and condiments. I was itching to get closer.


But first things first. When Jerry came back with his thick bundle of newsprint, I picked up the plasticised menu on the table. It offered Le Grand Breakfast Anglais, and Le Petit Déjeuner du Pain et Café au Lait. ‘Something to eat?’


‘I thought you wanted just coffee. I thought we were getting bread we don’t need and going back up to the house with it. Won’t the kids be wondering where we’ve got to?’ So much for my romantic notions of browsing together in a charming patisserie.


‘Ricky knows where we are, and the kids aren’t up yet.’ When Jerry is being picky, I deal with it by pretending not to notice and always adopt a particularly jolly tone. ‘So, what would you like?’


‘Coffee will be fine. I ate on the plane.’ He shook open the previous day’s Daily Telegraph, which, along with the Daily Mirror and USA Today, seemed to be the newspapers of choice for the English-speaking population of Collioure. ‘Well, I haven’t eaten since last night,’ I chirped. ‘I’m going to have something.’


I called over the waitress and ordered apple juice, crêpes ‘avec sucre et citron, s’il vous plaît, et café au lait pour deux.’


‘Merci, Madame!’ The waitress bustled back into the café. It was lovely to use my school French, but I am always chagrined when they automatically use ‘Madame’, rather than the younger and far more flattering ‘Mademoiselle’. All that grooming and exercising and torture from electrolysis needles and hot wax brought to naught – like so much grease-spotted burger wrapping – by one pert little girl with her effortless French chic. I could see nothing of my husband except two pairs of knuckles clutching the raised newspaper. No point in fighting it. I sat back in my seat, tightened my tummy and concentrated on getting to know my surroundings.


Disappointingly, although the tourist season was not really under way yet, I found that while the food stalls across the bridge were besieged by locals, we were surrounded in the restaurant by English and Germans. Rather than watch them, I concentrated on the pavement parade: a woman with a poodle under one arm and a pair of baguettes under the other treble-cheek-kissing another carrying a basket filled with onions, potatoes and brown-paper packages tied with complicated twine bows; a barefoot young man wearing a hat from which swung a fringe of corks. As I watched, two girls, dressed almost identically in navy business suits and white blouses, stood aside to let a thin, elderly man, stooped and brown as old smoke, manipulate his wife’s wheelchair around the pair. Maybe, I thought, she isn’t his wife. Maybe she was his lover? Maybe, French fashion, he is faithful both to her and to his wife unto death.


‘France. We’re in France!’


I had not realised I had spoken aloud until Jerry looked round the side of his Telegraph. ‘What did you say?’


‘Sorry. Listen, after we get the baguettes, could we take a stroll around the market? I bet they have wonderful craft stalls.’


‘Tess, I thought—’


His mobile rang. He pulled it out of the breast pocket of his T-shirt and looked at its face: ‘It’s the office, I’m afraid. Look, I know you hate mobiles in restaurants so I’ll take it out here on the street.’ He discarded the newspaper, flipped open the mobile and stood up. ‘Good morning, Susan.’


Before I could protest that it would be OK, that I didn’t mind him using his mobile here in France, out in the open where no one knew us, he was walking away out of earshot.


I turned to my crêpe, recently arrived. It was light, crisp around the edges, utterly delicious. When I had finished it, and there was still no sign of Jerry, I contemplated ordering a croissant with that apricot jam you get in Spain and France, then decided against it. After forty (and I am a good way after!) you have to watch what you eat, but don’t let anyone tell you that your stomach shrinks over time if you keep your calorie intake down. It may well shrink but no one informs the hunger-receptors in your brain.


It was not unusual that Jerry was nowhere in sight: he tends to pace when he is talking on the telephone or trying to tease out a work problem.


The little harbour at the end of the culvert was only about seventy yards away and I became fascinated by a young family – mother, father, three kids, all five white-blond – who were rigging a pair of dinghies and preparing to put out. It tugged at my heart to see the way the two boys, around seven and nine, were gravely helping their little sister belt herself into her lifejacket. Where and when do boys lose this gentleness? More importantly, why?


I would have loved to have a daughter . . . Maybe if we’d had a daughter together, or even if I had had a daughter from Michael, Jerry might have been a little more tolerant of Jack and Tom. It is never easy, I know, for spouses to cope with children of previous relationships but I find it difficult to hear the way my husband’s voice mellows and lightens by at least two keys on the rare occasions he talks to his daughter, who is reading English at Edinburgh University. I think he still has what the Americans would call ‘issues’ with his first wife, and contact with either his daughter or his son, who works ‘in computers’, is sporadic. He rarely speaks about them and as I know the subject distresses him I don’t bring it up.


I turned away from the dinghies. I would not go down that cul-de-sac today. Not with the sun shining, the taste of café-au-lait in my mouth and a holiday ahead during which there was every chance I could narrow, even close, the three-branched rift that had opened between Jerry, me and my sons.


Resolutely, I turned my thoughts to the day ahead. The rest of the gang were sure to be up and about by now and the plan, formulated the previous night, was that after a lazy breakfast we would go to the beach to play together until we broke up into the various age and interest groups for the remainder of the holiday. This idea had been resisted by Jack and, perhaps surprisingly, by Colm, Maddy and Fergus’s wan sixteen-year-old who had never previously had either the gumption or the energy to object to anything. But we grown-ups had stood firm: the deal was that if they were to be subsidised for their own activities, all the young people had to come with us on this first day.


We could play Happy Families for one day at least.




CHAPTER SIX


As with most groups of married friends, the nucleus of ours is the long-standing interrelationship of the women. Jerry, Fergus and Ricky, friends by association, have little in common and would never have gravitated towards each other by choice. We three, however, had bonded indissolubly during the years we spent together in the quiet brown recesses of the civil service, in the days when that institution was as safe and joyless as an old banknote in a Swiss vault.


As clerk-typists, a junior grade that at the time did not necessarily require any typing, we scratched away with our government-issue Biros and pencils in Seomra a Seacht – Room Seven – of our department.


Maddy, whom no one called ‘Madeleine’ except her mother and Fergus, was born in Ballineen, a village in West Cork. She was the ambitious one when we three first became friends. Her life was going to be dedicated to her art.


And when I first knew her, almost all of her spare time was spent in the services of a thriving amateur dramatic society. Because Rita and I were loyal camp followers and got to know the other members of the group, we knew how much she was valued. This was not only for her acting skills – she received honourable mention at the All Ireland Drama Festival in Athlone for her grey-wigged and heavily aged Miss Prism – but for her willingness to turn her hand to anything, scene-painting, nudging props from reluctant friends and neighbours, even prompting during the shows in which she was not cast.


In those days our Mad was a little dynamo. At every opportunity she auditioned for semi-professional theatre companies around town, and although she was never successful, remained undaunted. She was convinced that her breakthrough was only a matter of watching, working and waiting. The Abbey Theatre was the Holy Grail.


I will never forget the day she got a walk-on part there in O’Casey’s The Plough and the Stars; she had registered with a drama school and had been chosen from it. ‘Lads, lads!’ She rushed into Seomra a Seacht after lunch, waving a bit of paper. ‘I can’t believe it! I’m going into the Abbey! The Abbey Theatre! This is the best day of my life!’ She grabbed the hat-stand inside the door, hugged it, would have waltzed it across the floor if it had not been laden with wet coats.


When she calmed down we learned that she had no lines. She was to be ‘a woman in the pub’ during a fight scene, ‘a looter’ and ‘a young girl in the crowd’ during a rabble-rousing speech. ‘All I have to do, lads, is to look as if I’m paying attention and react at the right moment! But listen, they won’t know what hit ’em.’ She hugged herself. ‘This could be the start of something big!’ She could not have been more excited if Cecil B. de Mille had called her to Hollywood to play the lead in one of his epics. Our supervisor came in then and we had to go to our desks.


Rita and I bought tickets for the opening night. Maddy would not allow her parents or other relatives to come until she had ‘settled into the parts’, and we felt privileged that she trusted us. We discussed with her what we should wear but, like us, she had never been to an opening night at the Abbey and said she would feel stupid asking the actors in the company. We decided that, given the august reputation of the place – after all, it is Ireland’s national theatre – we had better pull out all the stops.
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