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From the extended O’Shea/Hand family

To our beautiful mam, Doris. Alzheimer’s has stolen your
memory but it can never take away our loving memories of you.
I hope you still know how much we love you, Mam. x

From the Shanagher family

In memory of Aiden Shanagher –
one of life’s rare masterpieces and a true success story.
Loved and missed every day from all the Shanagher family.

Also dedicated to all who donated anonymously to
CanTeen Ireland as a result of my online auction.
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Prologue


IN HER DREAM, SHE WAS FIVE. IT WAS LATE SPRING AND the field of rapeseed stretched far, far away, farther than she could even see. A yellow-brick road leading up to the horizon and beyond. She stood at the stone wall waiting on her daddy, her feet getting hot in her black wellies and her arms getting cold in the breeze. It was a funny old day, as her daddy would say.

She saw him walk towards her. He seemed impossibly tall, the tallest man in the whole world and his wellies were way bigger than hers. They made a funny sound too as he marched along. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh.

Deirdre scrunched her eyes to look up at him, because the sun was behind him. There was a halo around his head, like Jesus.

A robin caught her eye as he hopped on the wall in front of her. Deirdre sucked in her breath but knew enough to be statue still. The robin cocked his head, staring her up and down. Deirdre remained frozen, fascinated by this tiny creature. He hopped nearer her and she held her breath. Her daddy stopped too and put his finger to his lips. Eventually, the robin plucked an insect from the wall and flew off.

‘Did you see that?’ Deirdre shrieked. ‘He came this close.’ She made a little space with her thumb and forefinger to show her daddy how close the robin had been.

Her daddy told her that he had. Then he took her hand in his. His hand was big and warm and rough. She skipped alongside him, almost on tiptoes because he was so tall and she was only five. He told her about the robin. He’d told her that the robin was a cheeky fellow, a real ‘Jack the Lad’. He said it in amusement, his mouth turned up in a smile. In contrast, the humble and boring jackdaw, who he pointed out to her, was a faithful chap, not as cute as the robin but a better bet as a friend. She’d asked him why the birds were so different. He’d shrugged and said that that’s just the way they were. Then added, his face scrunched up, ‘I suppose now, that the robin is a sort of solitary bird, which means he lives alone, so I suppose he never gets to find out about families and how nice they are. Maybe he’s scared. The jackdaw lives with lots of others and they’re close. Maybe that’s why.’

Deirdre nodded. She felt sorry for the robin. ‘I’d like to be a jackdaw so,’ she said.

Her daddy laughed and lifted her up and swung her around and told her that she could be anything she wanted and that he’d always love her because she was his lovely girl.

His lovely girl.

Deirdre woke with a jerk. It was her new producer, Suzi, letting her know that she had half an hour before she was expected in the studio to talk about the rare sighting of a semipalmated sandpiper. It was her first time fronting a radio show and she was dreading it. But it was a great opportunity, everyone said so. Psyching herself up, Deirdre brushed the tears from her face. Having that dream always made her cry in her sleep, which was weird.



Five years ago …


‘HOW DID IT HAPPEN?’ ABE SANK INTO A CHAIR AND looked up at Zoe. He even looked sexy when he was in shock, she thought, all dark hopeless eyes and tense shoulders. His mouth hung open, reminding her of the door in her apartment that he’d promised to fix and hadn’t. She bit back a grin. This really wasn’t a funny situation.

‘Well, we had sex. Obviously.’

‘Zoe, this isn’t a funny situation,’ he said.

‘I didn’t deliberately get pregnant,’ she defended. ‘It wasn’t exactly on my five-year plan.’ Ten-year plan maybe but, hey, she and Abe had only known one another eight months.

‘I bet I know what it was,’ Abe said sounding suddenly energised. ‘It was those cheap condoms you bought. What was it? Five thousand condoms for four euro?’

‘Four euro for fifty condoms actually,’ she corrected, trying and failing to sound superior. The thought had crossed her mind too. ‘And if you think about it, it was good value. The other ones are way too expensive.’

‘Yeah, probably because they work.’

‘I never saw you buying any.’

‘You never asked.’

‘Well, I shouldn’t have to.’

Stalemate.

They glared at each other.

Abe was the first to drop his gaze. He heaved a great sigh. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s OK.’ She smiled at him.

He gave a watery smile back. He looked impossibly young. ‘So what now?’

Zoe felt guilty seeing him look so dejected. Abe, despite his reluctance to embrace impending fatherhood, was a good guy. He spent a lot of time in foreign countries bringing water to people and helping them grow crops. He even built their houses. He gave generously to collections and there was nothing he didn’t recycle. In fact, Audrey, her flatmate and best friend, was going mad because Zoe, having listened to Abe bang on about leftovers, had large amounts of compost in a bag in the kitchen. Abe had called to collect it and so Zoe had taken the opportunity to tell him that she was pregnant. She’d started with the statement, ‘I have some positive news.’ It had been a joke that fell spectacularly flat.

‘Well, what happens now is that the baby grows, I get fat and then in a few months we become parents.’

Abe swallowed and choked out, ‘Please don’t make jokes.’

‘It’s not a joke,’ Zoe stopped smiling. ‘I was being flippant, but it’s not a joke.’

Abe winced.

‘I’m scared too, you know.’ She slid into the seat beside him and tentatively took his hand.

‘Good,’ he muttered, but he didn’t pull away. ‘We’re only twenty-two.’ He sounded like a kid who’d had his best football card nicked.

‘I know, but I think we’ll cope, don’t you?’

He didn’t answer.

‘We can take it one step at a time,’ Zoe said carefully. ‘See how it goes.’ She paused and when he still said nothing, she added, ‘I am going to have this baby, Abe, and if you want to be involved, great but if not, walk away now.’

She didn’t know how she’d managed to sound so confident. If Abe walked, her mother would have a big ‘I told you so’ face on. She didn’t like Abe ever since he’d refused an invite to her fiftieth. ‘Men who don’t “do” family, don’t do family,’ she’d said at the time. At least if Abe was around, it gave Zoe some credibility. And, besides, children needed a family around them.

‘I’m not someone who walks away,’ Abe said, in a surprisingly loud voice, sounding offended. ‘I’m not walking away from anything.’

‘I never said—’

‘No, no, I’ll stick around,’ Abe nodded, half to himself. He sounded as if he were about to do ten rounds with Ali. He smiled in that unexpected way she loved, his mouth curving up at the corner, ‘It makes it easier because you’re so damn gorgeous.’

She smiled back. She hoped that she’d still be gorgeous when she got fat.
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Lily was losing her mind. Day by day, bits and pieces of it were floating away. Things she should know, names of familiar people, places she’d been, all disappearing like sugar in tea. There was one time, long ago, when she’d wanted to lose her mind, to forget things that had happened, but now, quite suddenly, that seemed the most precious thing to hold on to. She wanted to remember, she needed others to know now – to understand, to forgive – and so she lifted herself up from the sofa, her frailness reminding her that she was in her seventies and not the bright young thing she sometimes thought she was, and shuffled her way into the kitchen.

She found the diary in a drawer, bright blue, her favourite colour. Most of it was filled in, written in her neat flowing script. She’d written it after getting it as a present for her fifteenth birthday. There were gaps in its narrative, sometimes years, because it had been hard at times to confront events, let alone write them down, and so, just a few months ago, she’d attempted to fill in the missing bits and to conclude her story, but then the memories had washed over her and she hadn’t been able to go on. But she would now. She was losing her mind and she did not want to lose those memories – not before passing them on. And her girl needed to know the whole story. She needed to know why Lily had done what she’d done. Maybe then they could understand one another better. It was important to write it down before she forgot …

Then she would make the phone call.



Present day …




1


‘YOU’LL FREEZE,’ ZOE SAID, EYEING UP HER CO-WORKER Carrie, who was wearing a tiny denim mini and white blouse. Outside, thunder boomed and rain drummed relentlessly, bouncing off the windows of the large reception area of Lakelands Nursing Home.

Carrie ignored her. Instead, almost defiantly, she pulled on a white cardigan and belted it with a skinny blue belt.

‘Is that all you’re wearing?’ Zoe asked. ‘You’ll be drowned by the time you get to the pub.’

‘You look like Zoe,’ Carrie eyed her suspiciously, ‘but are you sure you’re not my mother?’

‘Ha, ha.’ Zoe grinned before asking teasingly, ‘Does Harry let you go out like that?’

‘Harry told me to go out like this, he’s joining us later.’

‘So you always wear what the husband-to-be tells you, do you?’ Dominic said, catching the end of her remark as he came up behind them. ‘I thought women these days were liberated and do ridiculous things like dressing for their own self-worth and shit like that.’

Dominic, like Zoe, was dressed for the thunderstorm raging outside. But Dominic rode a motorbike and so was always in black docs, jeans and a leather jacket. A number of earrings studded his right ear lobe. He was the resident chef in Lakelands Nursing Home, a sort of handsome not-so-hairy biker, Zoe always thought. The nurses were mad about him but mostly he tended to hang out with Zoe and Carrie.

Carrie rolled her eyes as she led them towards the door. ‘Dominic, I wish you dressed for your own self-worth, the state of you.’ She eyed his jacket, ‘How long have you had that thing?’

‘About as long as you’ve worn very few clothes,’ Dominic answered, and then laughed as Carrie belted him. ‘Where’s June?’ he asked them. ‘Is she not coming?’

‘She’s got a new resident arriving later,’ Zoe said. ‘So she’s bailed.’

‘Phew,’ Carrie said. ‘I like June but I prefer it when she’s not around. I can’t relax when she’s with us, her being the boss and all.’

The others echoed her sentiment as Zoe pulled open the door.

Carrie squealed as she stepped into the rain and the other two laughed.
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Six miles away across the city, Lily allowed the man to help her on with her coat. He had black hair, parted in the middle, and a very nice smile. He hunkered down to her level. ‘Now, Lil,’ he said, and his voice was kind, ‘you’re all set.’ He patted her arm. ‘All set,’ he said, before turning away.

Lily wondered if he was sad. There was a droop to his shoulders, a sort of reluctance on his part to meet her eyes. She wished she could remember who he was. She knew she knew him, like the way a child knows how to read without actually remembering how they learned. She adjusted her coat, fumbling with the buttons. She looked around and found her blue book on the seat beside her. That was important, she had to have that. She picked it up and held it close. Something fell out.

The man heard and he turned. That was good because Lily didn’t have the words to ask him to get it for her. These days words, like her memories, got caught somewhere inside and refused to come out whole. Like a runner, exhausted at the end of a race, collapsing just as the finish line was in sight.

‘You dropped this, Lil,’ the man said, handing it to her. She liked that he didn’t look too closely at it. He had manners. He could be trusted. ‘Would you like me to put it back in your book?’

It was a brown envelope. She remembered quite suddenly that it was for Deirdre. At the end. She couldn’t give it to Deirdre just now because Deirdre would open it and that wouldn’t work. Lily looked at the man. Memory stirred like a fish deep in the ocean. He was polite. He hadn’t seemed curious. She pushed the envelope towards him.

‘For me?’ he said.

She just kept holding it out. She tried to nod but even that went wrong.

The man turned the envelope around, ‘For Deirdre at the end,’ he read aloud. ‘Do you want me to give this to Deirdre,’ his voice went funny, ‘at the end?’

Lily nodded.

‘OK,’ he said gently as he crouched down and smiled right into her face. He fastened up her coat again, she must have unbuttoned it. ‘You, darling,’ he said, ‘are not going anywhere for a long, long time.’ His voice caught. ‘You wanted to go to Lakelands when you couldn’t manage food anymore, remember you told me that?’ He paused. ‘That’s the only reason you’re going. Me and Deirdre, we’ll be in as much as we can, you know that, yeah?’ He tipped his head to hers.

Lily pulled back. Who did he think he was? Family?

The man smiled. A sad smile. He pocketed the envelope. ‘But I will hold on to this until you,’ he faltered on the word, ‘die, and give it to her. But that’s not going to be for a long time.’

Lily flinched. Die? That’s not what she meant. Not what she meant at all. She tried to say the words and they wouldn’t come out. The man told her it was OK. To relax.

Lily knew she had to remember. Remember the envelope.
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Zoe watched as Harry slipped an arm about Carrie and unselfconsciously caressed her shoulder with his thumb. Carrie twisted herself towards him and he kissed the tip of her nose. She pushed him off laughing and he started to nuzzle her neck.

Had she and Abe ever been like that? Zoe wondered. All touchy and snuggly. Though Abe, it had to be said, was not a snuggly person. He liked sex, he was very good at that, but he wasn’t so hot on the rubbing of shoulders or the ear nibbling. She took a gulp of whiskey, felt it warm her inside. She’d been happy enough with Abe until she’d come face to face with Harry and Carrie’s passion for each other.

‘Great, isn’t it?’ Dominic whispered, startling her. He was lounging back in the seat, slightly drunk, eyeing the pair of them in amusement.

‘Huh?’ For one second Zoe thought he had read her thoughts. ‘What?’

‘The Harry and Carrie show.’

Zoe smiled and whispered back, ‘You make them sound like a sitcom.’

Dominic raised his eyebrows as if to ask ‘well, aren’t they?’ which made Zoe giggle. It was true, Carrie and Harry’s relationship had played out like a soap opera. The older residents of Lakelands Nursing Home had eagerly awaited every Monday’s thrilling instalment of Carrie’s weekend. Zoe had often thought that wondering what was going to happen next was the only thing that kept some of them alive. Harry was moving abroad with his job, then he wasn’t moving, his father had died so he was forced to stay in Cork to look after the business, oh, hang on, he could run it from Dublin. Weren’t computers great? Harry’s ex was after him, Carrie’s ex was after her. And on and on.

‘Still,’ Zoe smiled, ‘they are mad about each other, it’s nice.’

‘It’s nauseating,’ Dominic smirked, elbowing her. ‘I feel ill, right now.’

‘That’s only because you’ve got no one,’ Zoe teased. The nurses in work had a saying that if Dominic were a house, he’d fetch top dollar even in a recession. All high-class fixtures and fittings with a gorgeous exterior. It was hard to believe that he hadn’t been snapped up.

‘No one has got me, you mean,’ Dominic clarified with a wink.

Dominic’s winks were very sexy, everyone, even the residents of Lakelands, agreed. It was something to do with his long lashes.

Zoe made a face at him and said with false sarcasm, ‘I doubt anyone gets you, Dom.’

‘Oooh, good one!’ He lightly punched her. Just then his phone rang and he took a few slightly inebriated seconds to extract it from his pocket. ‘Shit,’ he said when he saw the caller’s ID. ‘Rosie, what’s up?’

It was his urgent tone that made the others look at him anxiously. Dominic had paled and was darting furtive glances at them.

‘OK, be right there.’ Dominic ended the call and stood up quickly, pulling his jacket from the seat. ‘Gotta go. Sorry. Something’s come up.’

‘You OK?’ Harry asked. ‘You need a lift?’ He indicated his pint, ‘I’ve only had the one.’

‘No, thanks anyway. I’ll get a taxi.’

‘Nothing serious I hope?’ Zoe said.

‘Nah.’ He managed a grin that didn’t quite cut it. ‘See you both in work.’

‘A lift’s no problem,’ Harry insisted.

But Dominic didn’t answer as he sprinted from the pub.

They spent the rest of the night wondering what could have happened.
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‘OK, here we are,’ Deirdre said, adopting a heartily cheerful tone as she pulled her car into Lakelands’ small car park. It was after nine, a late hour to be booking her mother into the nursing home, but work had been quite stressful. And, if she were honest, she’d tried to stall this trip for months now, inventing reasons why it didn’t suit her to bring her mother in. When she’d rung Rick with her latest excuse, he had sternly told her that Lily’s place in the home would be gone if Deirdre didn’t pull her finger out. And, he added, as Lily had picked the place herself, it’d be a crying shame if she lost it. Deirdre realised that Rick was right – and so here they were. A sad little threesome. She switched off her engine and her blue Yaris was plunged into silence. Nobody moved, as if afraid to take the next step. After a second, Deirdre turned around. In the back, Rick, her mother’s cousin, had his hand on her mother’s arm. He shot Deirdre a sad smile and she knew that she’d never forget that moment or the picture the two made in the back. Despite her illness, her mother still had a regal air. Her hair, white and soft as lamb’s wool, was scooped into a bun and showed off a long slender neck. The royal blue coat she wore emphasised her still-bright blue eyes. But it was the expression in them that gave her away, a childlike wondering mixed with confusion.

‘Mammy,’ Deirdre said softly, trying to keep her voice level and calm, trying desperately to keep a lid on the churning doubt inside her, ‘are you sure you want to be here?’

‘Here?’ her mother repeated. ‘I want to be at home.’

Deirdre shot a look of desperation at Rick.

‘This will be your home,’ Rick said in his husky smoker’s voice, pressing Lily’s hand gently. ‘It’s called Lakelands and it’s a nursing home.’

‘Who are you?’ her mother demanded querulously.

Rick hesitated so Deirdre answered, ‘He’s Rick, your cousin. And I’m Deirdre. I’m your daughter.’

‘Rick is dead,’ her mother said dismissively. ‘And Deirdre is—’ she paused and frowned and said with a mixture of pride and sadness, ‘On the radio. That’s when I get to hear her.’

‘No, I’m here,’ Deirdre bit back a sob. She couldn’t cry, not now. This wasn’t about her. This was about getting her mother settled in Lakelands. She put on her hearty voice, ‘Now, come on and we’ll get out of this car.’

Rick helped Lily from the back seat and Deirdre took her mother’s arm as Rick popped the boot and took Lily’s case from it.

As Deirdre led her mother through the car park and into the stunning reception area of Lakelands, she thought the guilt would bend her over.
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‘Out late, aren’t you?’

Zoe jumped at the sudden voice from behind. Turning around she saw Marty, the neighbour from hell; in fact, if Zoe had to bet on it, he was Satan himself. He was old, she couldn’t even begin to guess how old he was, and he walked with the aid of a walking stick. He was kind of famous in that he was on every radio and TV talk show complaining about things. Radio shows rang him up for his bigoted and extreme views and, because he was old, he got away with saying the most outrageous things.

‘Ten o’clock isn’t late,’ Zoe said breezily as she stuck the key in her door. ‘Anyway, you’re out late yourself, aren’t you?’

‘I’ve just come from RTÉ. I was debating the behaviour of children in schools on Pat’s show.’ He said RTÉ like it was the Holy Grail.

‘Are you teaching in schools on a regular basis?’ Zoe enquired, knowing full well that he wasn’t.

‘No,’ he sounded belligerent, ‘but I read the papers and I see on the internet what’s happening in America. Children bringing AK47s into the classroom.’

Zoe gave a polite smile, not wanting to get caught in a debate in the middle of the smelly rundown corridor of Dodder Gardens. Her brother often joked that it should be rechristened Dodgy Gardens and she had to agree. The apartment name gave the impression that they stood on the Dodder, a picturesque river in south Dublin. And, indeed, if one stared very hard out the window with a pair of powerful binoculars, one could see a flash of shining blue. But mostly, all the average person saw was apartment block after apartment block, with a few junkies thrown in for good measure. All of life’s emotional cripples seemed to live in her block. Marty was just one of them. She unlocked her door and shut it on Marty’s assertion that he could smell a strong smell of drink from her. She leaned her back against the front door and heaved a sigh. It would be nice to think that coming home would make her feel enveloped in safety and security but, in truth, as she looked around the messy cramped living room, it was like visiting Iraq.

She and Abe had moved here before Lee was born. The plan had been to rent it temporarily until they had more time to look around, but somehow, they’d never found the time. ‘Isn’t Dodder Gardens handy for your job?’ Abe would ask each time she broached the subject. ‘Isn’t it cheap?’ And he was right. Dodder Gardens let them have a life without much commuting or expense – or comfort, Zoe thought a little glumly. Still, the two people she loved most in the world were here so that counted for something. She tiptoed across the room and opening the door of Lee’s room peeked in on her son. He was curled up in his duvet, a thumb in his mouth, fast asleep. Zoe’s heart spilled over with love and she smiled. She had a sudden urge to cuddle him but resisted, there was no point in waking him. Pulling off her coat and scarf, she shut the door quietly and made her way into her and Abe’s bedroom.

Abe was lying sprawled across the bed, limbs everywhere, also asleep. He liked to go to bed early because he believed it kept him healthy. She undressed and slid in beside him, dodging his arms as, sensing her presence, he flailed about a bit. Then he settled on his side, his back to her. Zoe curled herself about him and he woke briefly, turning to kiss her. ‘Good night?’ he asked sleepily.

‘Weird night. Dominic left early, I played gooseberry to—’

‘Well, don’t forget you’ve work tomorrow,’ he mumbled. ‘You told me to set the alarm before you came back. Night. Love you.’

Aw shit. She had forgotten. Once a month she worked Saturdays, because as entertainment manager she had to be there whenever she booked an outside act for the residents – tomorrow, there was a magician coming. She’d meant to spend the day planning Lee’s birthday on Sunday.

‘Abe?’

‘Mmm.’

‘Can you sort out Lee’s party for Sunday? Just get some balloons and stuff.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Thanks. I’ll leave a list.’

He didn’t answer. Five seconds later he was asleep.
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June, the manager of Lakelands, seemed very capable, Deirdre thought. She was smartly dressed and she carried a clipboard. Clipboards said a lot about a person. June’s clipboard was blue and shiny and the paper affixed to it was neat, straight and aligned. June was telling them to leave Lily for now. Deirdre wasn’t sure that she could.

‘We’ll have Olive watch her for the night,’ June said. ‘If you’d both like to come to my office, we can go through some paperwork.’

Deirdre took a final look at her mother as she lay in her new bed. She looked so tiny, the covers pulled right up to her neck. She watched as Rick gently smoothed the covers down. ‘She likes things to be smooth,’ Rick said.

Deirdre swallowed a lump in her throat. How was she just going to leave her mother there? Leave her to the care of these strangers? She knew she hadn’t been the greatest daughter in the world sometimes but just to abandon her …

‘She really will be fine,’ June said gently. ‘And we’ll contact you immediately if she gets upset.’

‘Yes, yes, of course you will,’ Rick said, as if he was trying to convince himself. Deirdre noted that even his tall frame seemed diminished by the act of leaving Lily. ‘Come on, Deirdre, let the experts mind her now.’ He offered her his arm and she let him lead her out, every instinct in her wanting to stay in the small room. But what good would I do by staying? Deirdre wondered. What would it achieve? It seemed wrong to leave her mother and step back into the throng of life again. It seemed wrong to have a life while her mother’s was suspended between these walls.

Deirdre wondered if Rick felt any of this and could only conclude, by his defeated posture, that he must do. He smiled down on her and, despite her ongoing suspicion of Rick’s motives in looking after her mother these past few years, she felt a bond with him. They were both locked together by this deed. It comforted her, reminded her that she was not alone.

Together they followed June back through reception and, taking a corridor to the left, June ushered them into her office. It was as neat as her clipboard, which was a great sign.

‘Coffee?’ June asked.

They both said they’d have one.

‘I know how both of you are feeling,’ June said as she handed them their drinks. ‘I’ve been here over ten years and believe me it’s the same for everyone. But you are doing the right thing, looking after an elderly relative with Alzheimer’s is a twenty-four-hour job and, even then, it’s not possible to be there all the time.’

‘Lily was the one who decided when to come in,’ Rick said.

‘She made it easy for you both,’ June nodded gently. She looked down at the pages on her clipboard. ‘Right,’ she began, ‘I know you’ve already told me most of these details, but it’s no harm at all to double check. Is that OK?’

Deirdre liked that. Double-checking was professional. She always did it before going on air at the radio station. Triple-checked sometimes. She settled herself into the chair, tucking her feet well in under the seat. She adjusted her cardigan and smoothed out the creases in her blouse.

‘Lily has Alzheimer’s, is that right?’

‘Yes,’ Deirdre answered.

‘Any idea when it started?’

Deirdre looked to Rick. ‘About six years ago now.’ A pause as Deirdre admitted quietly, ‘Rick would know better than me, he was with her a lot more.’

If June found that odd, she didn’t say, instead she turned to Rick.

‘About six years,’ he confirmed. ‘Lily asked me to mind her about two years ago, when she felt she couldn’t cope anymore. I moved in with her about eight months ago.’ He hesitated slightly, ‘I trained as a nurse, so I was the obvious choice. It was Lily who decided that when things got too bad that she’d like to come here.’

‘Anything else you can tell me about Lily? I see here that she’s had depression.’

‘I’m not sure if it was depression,’ Deirdre said, glad to contribute, ‘I just put it down because I remember, when I was younger, she’d lie in bed and wouldn’t get up. It happened on and off through the years. No one ever talked about it at the time.’

‘Sounds like depression,’ June nodded. ‘Were there any reasons for it? Any triggers?’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t know. It was a long time ago now. It happened quite a bit when I was younger, when we lived in Cavan. She moved to Dublin some years ago and it hasn’t happened since.’ Thank God, Deirdre thought.

June jotted down notes. ‘Anything else we should know?’

Deirdre frowned. Other than those curious episodes, her mother had been as healthy as brown bread.

‘Her diary?’ Rick prompted.

‘That’s right!’ Deirdre wondered how she could she have forgotten about that. ‘She has a blue diary with her. She holds it during the day, like a security blanket. She won’t let anyone near it. Sometimes she likes to open it and read it, though I don’t know if she can read anymore. And also, though it’s not so much now, she can be really lucid at times.’

June took a note of that. ‘Well, I think that’s fine for now,’ she said softly, standing up. ‘If you think of anything else, ring anytime. Don’t be afraid.’

‘Thank you,’ Deirdre put her mug down and stood up too. Leaving Lily here was unbearable. For the first time she dreaded going back alone to her little cottage in Bohernabreena. If only she could share it with her mother, bring her walking in the fields out the back, show her the wild roses and honeysuckle and the amazing plethora of birds that populated the area to the back of her cottage. But it was too late for that now. And, anyway, on the one occasion she had done it, Lily had tried to sound interested but both of them had known it was just an act. It had been an incredibly strained afternoon, the two of them dancing around the explosive subject that had blown their already fragile relationship apart. Showing Lily her house had been Deirdre’s attempt to rebuild something from the ruins. Pretending delight had been Lily’s. Really, though, it was Jimmy, her dad, who had been the cement between them and he was gone. Deirdre’s voice shook as she said, ‘Please take care of her.’

‘Of course we will.’

‘I feel so guilty you see and—’

‘Everyone feels the same, trust me, I know.’ June smiled sympathetically at her. ‘And you did say Lily chose this place herself?’

‘She did, yes,’ Rick sounded as if he might cry now.

‘So, she has great taste,’ June said, making them smile. ‘We will care for your mother as if she were family. Safe home now.’

They shook June’s hand and side by side they walked to the door.

‘D’you fancy a guest in Mam’s house tonight?’ Deirdre asked quietly.

Rick’s answer was a tearful nod.

Without thinking, Deirdre hugged him.
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IT WAS NOT GOING WELL, ZOE THOUGHT, FROM HER vantage point at the door. OK, it was going well for Ronnie Matthews, the eighty-year-old man in the wheelchair who was sitting right up the front of the hall. Ronnie was the reason a lot of acts refused to come to Lakelands. Today, though, Ronnie had stepped up his heckling campaign and the residents of Lakelands were on fire.

Everyone was realising, solely through Ronnie’s taunts, that Marvello the Magician was not so marvellous.

‘Oh, please,’ Ronnie eventually said as Marvello pulled a rabbit from a hat, ‘the rabbit is stored in a box under your table.’

‘A rabbit in a box under the table?’ Julie Lyons, seventy-nine years old but only claiming seventy-five of them, said, appalled. ‘How cruel.’

Everyone started to agree.

‘Does it spend all day in a box under your table?’ a voice asked from somewhere.

Marvello pretended not to hear. He put down his hat and bowed. A few of the more polite audience members clapped. Then they applauded more loudly as Marvello’s assistant, Gloria, walked on stage. The more sprightly residents, Ronnie among then, wolf-whistled and Gloria flinched, then scowled.

‘Nice legs,’ Ronnie called.

Another glower from Gloria. Then Marvello took her hand and led her towards an upright box. Grimacing, she waved at the audience as she climbed in.

‘Bye bye, dear,’ Lily said from beside Zoe.

Zoe smiled at Lakelands’ newest resident, who’d come in late last night. She must have been a bit of a stunner in her youth. There was a man sitting with her.

‘It’s just a show, Lily,’ she explained. ‘She’s not waving at you.’

‘That’s what I was trying to tell her,’ Lily’s visitor said with a charming smile. He was probably quite the looker in his day too. ‘He’s a magician, Lil.’

‘I will now plunge knives into my assistant!’ Marvello intoned, with a flourish of his cape.

Lily gasped.

‘It’s just a show,’ the man repeated, taking Lily’s hand in his.

‘I’m Zoe, by the way,’ Zoe held out her hand to Lily’s visitor, who shook it. ‘Entertainment manager.’

‘Rick,’ the man said.

‘If poor Lily is upset by this, I’m responsible and I apologise,’ Zoe gave a sheepish grin.

‘Oh, it’d take more than that to upset Lily, she was a tough cookie in her day,’ Rick grinned, before turning to Lily and saying, ‘You gave everyone the run around.’

Lily ignored him. She was studying Zoe as if trying to work out a puzzle. Finally she said, ‘You read the papers.’

‘Yes, I do,’ Zoe nodded. ‘Well done.’ Turning to Rick, she explained, ‘I read the papers to them in the mornings.’

‘That’s amazing, she hasn’t remembered anything like that for ages,’ Rick sounded delighted. ‘Deirdre will be thrilled when I tell her.’ His voice dropped. ‘Deirdre is her daughter. She would have been here only she’s working. She works in radio you see and her days can be a bit erratic. She made me come in first thing to see how this one is doing.’ He smiled at Lily. ‘You always did like your news in the morning, didn’t you? She—’

‘I will now plunge six knives into my assistant,’ Marvello shouted, drowning out whatever else Rick had to say as he displayed six shiny sharp knives to the audience.

‘What a horrible man,’ Lily said loudly and people around her laughed.

‘You tell him,’ Rick chortled. Then added to Zoe, ‘I think Marvello could use a disappearing trick if this crowd get any rowdier.’

Zoe winced. ‘What an introduction to Lakelands for you both.’

‘Well I actually thought he was good until that man in the front kept shouting out how he’s doing the tricks.’

‘That’s Ronnie,’ Zoe said, ‘and I reckon he was a hell-raiser in his day.’

‘He was probably also a magician,’ Rick laughed as, yet again, Ronnie disputed the veracity of Marvello’s claims.

‘I shall put this straight through her heart,’ Marvello went on gamely, plunging the knife into the centre of the box.

‘Big swinging mickey,’ Ronnie snorted, causing more gasps than Marvello had managed to achieve.

‘I’ll kill him,’ Zoe clapped a hand over her mouth.

Rick laughed. ‘This,’ he indicated to the room, the magician, the noise, ‘this is great. I needed to see this. Deirdre will be so happy to hear about this.’

‘Well,’ Zoe smiled, ‘I’m glad the ritual humiliation of our magician has made you see us in a good light.’ Then she added, ‘She will be happy here, honestly.’

Zoe pretended not to see Rick’s eyes grow shiny by turning to look daggers at Ronnie as he urged the crowd to boo.

She was going to give him a piece of her mind after this, wheelchair or not.
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Deirdre sighed with relief as she clicked off her mobile. It seemed that her mother was settling in quite well in Lakelands and had even recognised one of the members of staff. As she barely recognised Deirdre anymore, that was a huge thing. Deirdre rested her elbows on her desk and wiped her eyes with the heel of her palm. She hadn’t realised how stressed she was over her mother until Rick had phoned to say all was well. Still, she knew she wouldn’t relax properly until she’d seen it for herself, and that wouldn’t be until Wednesday afternoon, which was her half day from work, barring emergencies. She was only in work today because the director general had asked to see her and basically you did whatever he asked. He usually met with her and her team when he wanted her to ‘bumf’ – his word – up her programme. He never asked her to come in on a Saturday though, so it was very puzzling.

Deirdre opened the window of her office before lighting a cigarette. Puffing contentedly, she thought about the first time she’d been shown this office. It had been five years ago, she’d been a gardener in Dublin’s Botanic Gardens and had been asked by RTÉ to comment on some disease that had been rampaging through the trees in Dublin’s parks. After that interview, to her surprise, she’d been inundated with offers to do her own radio show. She’d plumped for Dublin Live. She missed gardening though. Missed it like Christmas.

Deirdre yawned – God, she was tired. She had spent a sleepless night in her mother’s house. Even though Lily had lived in Dublin for over a decade, Deirdre still couldn’t get used to the fact that the two-bedroom house in the middle of a terrace on a busy street was her mother’s home. In Deirdre’s mind, it would always be her childhood house in Cavan that was her refuge, but that was gone, sold to an uncle. Just another thing that Lily had done to cause friction in their relationship. In the middle of the night, when Deirdre was sure Rick was sleeping, she had pulled on her fleecy dressing gown and crept into her mother’s room. In the half-light, the bedroom had appeared a little alien, shadows being thrown by the light on the landing lending everything a slightly menacing air. Nothing was familiar. Her mother had sold or discarded most of the furniture from the old house when she’d moved. The only thing she’d kept was the big brass bed frame, which Deirdre climbed onto. Turning her head to the pillow, she had been assailed by the scent of lavender, a perfume that Lily had worn all her life. That smell, more than anything, had made Deirdre’s body ache with longing to be back with her mother and father in Cavan. Just for one day, to tell them how much she loved them both. She’d never wanted to leave Cavan to live in Dublin, but her parents had been so proud to see her get a place in college that she hadn’t wanted to disappoint them. She’d never gone back to live at home. The lavender reminded her of the times her mother had cuddled her to her, the times Lily had nursed her when she was sick, the times she’d kissed away her night-time fears. If she could just go back and tell her that she did love her. That even though they barely knew what to say to each other any more, she still loved her. But time was cruel, it just marched on, trampling all before it. If only time were a book or a diary that you could reread until you understood the significance of something, Deirdre thought; instead, time was a teacher that ploughed on regardless of your understanding. At fifty-five, Deirdre still felt a little lost in an adult world. She had been playing catch-up her whole life.

Rick had startled her by tapping on the door. ‘OK in there?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ Deirdre answered, a little abruptly. She wasn’t too sure how she felt about this man. She was grateful for what he’d done for her mother but the man was hitting eighty and he still dyed his hair, for God’s sake.

‘I’m downstairs having a glass of wine if you want to join me,’ Rick said and she heard him move away from the door and shuffle off.

After a few minutes, still unable to sleep and craving company, she threw on her dressing gown, pulling the belt tightly, and joined Rick in the kitchen. He said nothing to her, just found a glass and poured. Deirdre wasn’t a drinker, but the wine was smooth and it relaxed her. She hadn’t asked Rick why he was still up, she knew that after almost two years of caring for Lily, Rick must miss her too.

They’d stayed up until four, not talking much, just sitting together. Two people unable to find any words for what they’d just done.

The ring of her office phone sent her thoughts scattering. ‘Hello, Deirdre here,’ she said in her best professional manner, hoping she didn’t sound as flustered as she felt.

‘Hi, Deirdre, this is Lorna, Michael Allen’s PR. Can you come to his office?’

‘Of course,’ Deirdre said, trying to sound upbeat when in fact the opposite was true. Michael was intimidating. His presence was like a cushion pressed hard against your face. ‘No problem. Be there in five.’

‘OK, I’ll tell him.’ Lorna hung up.

Deirdre did a quick check in her office mirror. She couldn’t exactly say that she was pleased with what was reflected back to her, but as she told herself many times, it was like the weather, just there and impossible to change. She was stick thin, with birdlike arms and childlike wrists. Straight up and down and tall as a pole. Her hair was cut. She never quite knew what to do with it, so she just got it ‘cut’. And it was a salt-and-pepper grey where it once had been a tumbling black. Her eyes were her best feature, she supposed. A dark chocolate-brown, they were almost too large for her small pixie face. At least she was well turned out in a calf-length brown wool skirt, beige tights and flat beige shoes. She liked beige, it was warm and safe and didn’t scream look at me. She had a horror of being noticed, of people thinking she was an attention seeker. To complement the skirt, she wore an expensive cream silk blouse with puff sleeves and pearl buttons and a beige cardigan. Taking a deep breath, she promised herself that whatever Michael Allen had to say, she would not say anything stupid in reply.
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It was dinnertime and those who were able had it in the small dining room. It had the air of a hotel, with tablecloths and polished cutlery. Zoe wandered into the room and looked around. Dominic was serving and she gave him a wave. Whatever that phone call was about last night, he seemed to have recovered from it. ‘You seen Ronnie?’ she called.

He cracked a grin and crossed towards her. ‘I heard about this morning. He’s probably hiding away, afraid he’ll meet you.’

‘That’d be very sensible of him,’ Zoe agreed grimly. Then she asked, ‘Are you OK? That call last night – we were worried.’

His eyes slid away from her gaze and rather than answer, he gave a subtle nod, ‘Here he is, go easy on him.’

Zoe looked and saw Ronnie, head down, wheeling himself past as quietly as he could. ‘Oi! You!’ She stood in front of him and the canteen quietened, ‘Troublemaker!’

‘If I was able bodied, I could march on past you,’ he snapped. ‘Being in this bloody thing, I have no choice.’

Zoe ignored his bad temper. He was always giving out about his chair, always moaning about his lack of mobility. There comes a time, she thought, when he’d just have to accept the way things were. It was obviously not going to be any time soon though. And since he’d come to Lakelands eight months ago, after his daughter and son-in-law had put him in before scampering madly in the other direction, he’d played on everyone feeling sorry for him.

‘What you did this morning was unacceptable,’ she told him.

‘I know,’ he grinned. ‘But that act you booked was crap.’

‘Really? And you’d know that, how?’ Zoe had read his file. He used to be an ‘entertainer’, whatever that was.

Ronnie scowled at her. ‘I’d like my lunch now,’ he said.

Zoe threw Marvello’s magic hat onto his lap. She hoped this worked, as Ronnie was going to find himself out of a place to stay if he didn’t stop. And she would have hated to see that happen. Behind all the bluster, Zoe was sure there was a decent, though unhappy, man. ‘Marvello gave you this. He was a bigger man than you. He said he respected you for showing him up.’

‘Wow,’ Dominic patted Ronnie on the back. ‘Go you.’

The residents of Lakelands murmured appreciatively.

‘He gave this to me?’ Ronnie looked sceptically at the hat before glancing up at Zoe.

‘Yep. Though personally I think he should have kicked your arse.’

Ronnie laughed a little before reaching out a finger to touch the soft velvet hat. After a second, he reverently picked it up. He kept his face averted as he stroked it, examining it from every angle.

‘You’re on your final warning though, Ronnie.’

It was a moment before he raised his eyes and Zoe was shocked to see how moved he was. ‘Long time since someone showed me a bit of respect.’ His tone was a mixture of emotion and complaint.

Zoe grinned and poked his arm with her finger, ‘Yeah, well, maybe if you showed others respect, Ronnie, that would be good too.’

He made a face at her.

‘An apology would be a great idea right now,’ Zoe hinted.

‘OK.’ He heaved a sigh. ‘I guess I better apologise to you then. Sorry about this morning.’

‘Forgotten, don’t let it happen again.’

Someone down the back cheered. Others shouted out, ‘Well done, Ron!’ Some sporadic clapping broke out. Ronnie turned and bowed to the room. Then wheeled himself off.

‘How much did you pay for that hat?’ Dominic spoke out of the corner of his mouth.

‘Thirty-five shagging euro, bloody man tried to sew it into me for trauma.’

‘Ouch.’

‘It’ll be worth it if it works,’ Zoe smiled. ‘And I think it might.’

‘You old softie.’

They grinned at each other.

‘Oi! Baker Boy! Stop chatting Zoe up and dole us out some dinner, would you? None of your fancy shit though,’ Ronnie called.

Grinning, Dominic gave him the two fingers.

Ronnie laughed.
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Dublin Live had started out as a small radio station, but because of its mix of popular culture, arts and nature, its listenership was growing year on year. There was now a staff of sixty and Deirdre’s show Wild aired each weekday for an hour. It was an ironic name, seeing as Deirdre was not wild at all. She had three people on her production team. Suzi, the producer, was forty, single and, like Deirdre, showed no signs of ever getting married. She’d been with Deirdre from her very first show and they really clicked. Emma and Matt were the two researchers in their twenties and Deirdre really wasn’t sure what they were there for. Emma was shy, blushing every time Deirdre asked her a question, while Matt spent most of the time with his feet up making coffee for them all. Deirdre ended up doing most of the research herself, but at least it was done properly.

She arrived outside Michael’s office and his PR, flashing her a look that she couldn’t make out, told her to go on in. As Deirdre entered, Michael rose up from the chair behind his desk and gave her a wide smile. His teeth had been whitened to an unnatural dazzle and his face looked quite weird, with its folds and wrinkles. ‘Hello, Deirdre,’ he said heartily, ‘thanks for coming, sit down there.’ He indicated a chair.

Deirdre sat warily, tucking her skirt neatly under her. Michael was smiling too much. He was the director general and did not have to smile at anyone. He very rarely smiled at her so this was alarming. She wondered idly if she was about to be fired. Well, it was either that or she’d won a prize. Radio hosts were only ever called to his office for these reasons.

‘I have some news for you,’ Michael sat back behind his desk and steepled his fingers. ‘I’ve told Suzi already.’

Deirdre wondered why Suzi hadn’t told her. She felt Michael was studying her, like a specimen in a Petri dish, for a reaction. ‘Yes?’

‘You’ve been here five years, isn’t that right?’ Michael began.

Deirdre nodded. It felt longer.

‘Well, as you know from all the figures from the past few years, your listenership has stagnated,’ Michael said. Deirdre sighed inwardly, he always began every conversation with her in this way.

‘Yes, I know,’ Deirdre said. ‘We keep our listeners.’ That was always her response.

‘So,’ Michael said as if she hadn’t spoken, another thing he always did, ‘in order to give you the boost you need, we’ve decided to take on another producer to head up the team. We think some fresh eyes could turn your show around.’

This was quite disturbing news. ‘My show doesn’t need turning around. Suzi is great.’

Michael didn’t respond. He just let her protest float away. Then after a beat, his teeth shining like tusks, he said, ‘We’ve poached Paul Maguire from RTÉ.’

‘Paul Maguire?’ For a moment the name meant nothing to her and then it hit her. ‘Paul?’ she blurted out incredulously, her voice rising. ‘You can’t have.’

Paul Maguire was producer of some of the trashiest, though most popular, radio documentaries. Things like The Woman who Had Four Breasts and Is Sex Dead in Ireland? Deirdre had never met him and never wanted to. His reputation for procreating and partying preceded him and she knew that he’d be a bad influence on her team and her show.

Again, Michael let her protest die away before saying, ‘I know you probably think he wouldn’t have a clue about your type of show—’

‘Well how could he?’ Deirdre felt a light sweat break across her forehead. ‘He produced Porn Unleashed for God’s sake.’

‘Yes, exactly.’ Michael nodded excitedly. ‘Fresh eyes, a new approach. Paul says he can’t wait.’

‘And what about what I have to say?’ Normally she’d never talk like this to her boss, but really how could he humiliate her and her team by employing the master of sleaze to produce her show?

‘What do you have to say?’ Michael asked, his voice not sounding very encouraging. ‘We want listeners, Deirdre. Our shows have to produce them and, frankly, yours doesn’t. Paul is also going to head up a couple of other shows too but yours will be his baby.’

‘His baby?’ Deirdre spluttered out. She pulled her cardigan around herself and folded her arms. ‘From what I gather he doesn’t need any more of them.’

Michael actually laughed. ‘I wouldn’t have thought you read the tabloids, Deirdre.’

Now honestly, what was that supposed to mean? Of course she did. ‘Do you think we can’t up our listenership ourselves?’ she asked, diverting things away from her reading habits.

‘Paul will be here in two weeks.’ He stood up to show that the meeting was over.

‘That’s a “no” then?’ She was surprised at her doggedness. So was Michael.

‘Yes,’ he sounded annoyed. ‘I happen to think your show needs a good kick up the arse, Deirdre. Is that frank enough for you?’

She flushed and swallowed and pulled her cardigan in even tighter. ‘There’s no need for that,’ she said before turning on her heel and walking out.

She badly needed a smoke.

Or ten.
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SINCE FINDING OUT THAT HER MOTHER WAS ILL, eight months ago, Deirdre had developed a habit of calling in to see her on the way home from work. Now that her mother was in the nursing home, Deirdre wondered if she should call on Rick. It was all a bit odd, she barely knew the man and yet, having seen him with her mother on the times she had called, Deirdre knew that he’d played a very important role in her mother’s life these past few years. He’d been indispensable and Deirdre would never have managed without him, much as she thought she might have. To heck with it, she thought, turning the car and heading towards her mother’s, she’d call in today and see how things were. It wouldn’t be right to discard the man after what he’d done, though her feelings towards him were ambiguous. He was family, but not close family. Her mother’s cousin, so her first cousin once removed or something like that. She was not very good at figuring out family connections or relations. Deirdre had the uneasy feeling that Rick wanted something out of all this. Why would he just drop everything to look after her mother? OK, he was a nurse and he got food and lodging in return for his care, but what he had contributed far outweighed that. Was he after something? Deirdre suspected that he’d been down on his luck and her mother had taken him in out of pity. But the things he had done for Lily were not what one would do just for a clean bed. Had he persuaded Lily to change her will? Deirdre felt bad for thinking it but, as her mother would have said, Deirdre’s always on high alert in every situation. A good thing too if her mother was going to be fleeced.

Two months previously, Deirdre had thought she’d had the measure of him when, after the decision to move Lily to a nursing home was taken, he’d asked shyly if he could stay on in Lily’s house for a little while. Then he’d scuppered her perception of him as a money grabber by offering to pay the going rent. He’d made some friends in the area, he’d explained, and he would miss them if he had to leave. Deirdre found it hard to believe that he’d made such close friends in such a short time, but as she had been going to rent the house anyway, she was agreeable but feigned a reluctance to take full rent from him. He had insisted, which was a relief and a disappointment.

As Deirdre drove up the M50, her thoughts drifted back to the first time she’d met the man. It had followed a phone call from her mother asking to see her urgently. Lily’s request had been alarmingly out of character as her mother only ever phoned her in emergencies. The last bombshell her mother had dropped, about fifteen years ago, had been precluded by another such call – and from then on relations had been shaky at best. And so Deirdre had left work, full of trepidation. She loved her mother dearly, but sometimes Lily did things that made it hard to keep loving her.

More quickly than she wanted that day, she was pulling up outside her mother’s tiny terraced house. Her mother was already at the door, waiting for her. Behind her mother, there was a tall, elderly man with dark hair. Dyed. Deirdre was immediately suspicious.

‘This is Rick,’ Lily said smoothly, introducing him. ‘Rick, this is my daughter, Deirdre.’

‘Hello,’ Rick held out his hand. His nails were neatly filed. ‘Nice to meet you.’

He’d sounded half-English. Deirdre shook his hand briefly. His handshake was firm so that was good, but any man who dyed his hair, never mind one obviously hitting old age, was someone to be wary of. He was a pleasant-looking man, trim and fit, with dark eyes and sallow skin.

‘I have a bit of news for you,’ Lily said.

‘News?’ Deirdre’s heart began to hammer ferociously. She needed a handkerchief badly.

‘I think you’d better come into the kitchen and sit down,’ her mother said, sounding more mature than Deirdre had ever remembered. If she had to draw a picture of her mother, it’d be of light and air, kind of impossible to draw really. This new mature person was alarming and Deirdre felt spidery fingers of fear crawl up her spine as she followed her mother down the hall. Rick shut the door.

Deirdre sat, perched on the edge of a chair in her mother’s ultra-modern high-gloss kitchen. Her mother had put new curtains in the window since the last time she’d been there, which had to be over a year ago now, she thought guiltily. Light bounced from glossy surface to glossy surface and Deirdre felt the shadow of bad news fall as her mother sat opposite her.

‘What?’ she asked, trying to sound matter-of-fact.

Rick sat beside her mother. His expression was hard to gauge – he looked at once grave, upset and stunned.

‘I’ll get straight to the point,’ Lily said, ‘before I forget.’

This caused Rick and her mother to laugh a little. Confused, Deirdre looked from one to the other.

‘Sorry,’ Lily said. ‘Sorry, pet. Sometimes it’s nice to laugh.’

Deirdre sighed. Her mother always told her she was too serious, was always on at her to laugh more. Deirdre was quite happy not laughing actually. ‘What’s this news?’ she’d asked instead.

Her mother’s smile faded and Deirdre felt momentarily guilty for robbing her of that smile. ‘It’s hard to tell you this,’ Lily began, her bright blue eyes catching and pinning Deirdre with their gaze, ‘but I’ve been having some problems with my memory.’

‘And?’

Rick and her mother shared a look.

‘What?’ Deirdre asked, her gaze flitting from one to the other. ‘What did you forget? Something important?’ When Deirdre was young, her mother regularly messed up while grocery shopping. She always remembered just as they left the supermarket that she’d forgotten an essential item. Then Deirdre would be left, watching over bags and bags of messages while her mother ran back inside. She’d hated that because what if someone had swiped a bag? What could she have done? Why didn’t her mother make lists like normal people? Why—

Deirdre, so caught up in remembrance of that angst, missed what her mother said. She knew because there followed a silence that she was expected to fill. So she winged it. ‘What’s that? Is it bad?’

Her mother looked a little incredulous. ‘Yes,’ she’d said, ‘eventually. It leads to complete memory loss. You know, of everything, not just of people or places, but of skills like, I don’t know, eating.’

It took a few seconds, like sugar in cold water, for the information to sift down until it settled. ‘Hang on,’ Deirdre said suddenly. ‘Are you talking about Alzheimer’s?’

‘Yes.’ Her mother looked at Rick as if to say ‘she’s not normally so slow’.

Deirdre opened her mouth to speak, but realised that there were no words for news like that. She was just shocked.

‘I know it’s awful.’ Her mother filled the silence. ‘And I didn’t want to tell you but Rick said you had a right to know.’

Her mother had Alzheimer’s and this unknown man had had a say in whether or not she should be told? She wished she had the energy to glare at Rick, but she didn’t. ‘You weren’t going to tell me?’ It hurt like a knife, she sounded about six as she added, ‘Why don’t you ever tell me things that are important?’

Her mother’s eyes widened in hurt, then she bowed her head. Her mother’s head was so tiny, with such gorgeous white hair, always neatly bushed and set. That day, she wore a tiny little flower in the bobbin. It was that detail that made Deirdre’s heart crack just a little. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Mammy.’

‘You’ve nothing to be sorry for,’ Lily said softly.

But she did. She’d been a failure of a daughter. Oh, she’d tried her best to make her mother happy and proud, but had never quite managed it. Look at her now, upsetting her mother instead of comforting her. She hopped up and, hunkering down beside Lily, she wrapped her arms about her waist. Her mother laid a hand on her head.

Deirdre closed her eyes and inhaled lavender.

‘She just didn’t want you to worry,’ Rick said quietly after a bit.

Deirdre glanced up at him, ‘Who are you anyway?’

‘No one really,’ he muttered, going red and looking at his hands, ‘just a—’

‘Rick is going to be my carer,’ Lily cut him off. ‘He’s my cousin, first cousin, and he’s an expert on this sort of thing.’

‘Yes,’ Rick agreed.

‘I can care for you,’ Deirdre said indignantly. She flapped an arm, ‘You look fine to me now. You don’t need a full-time carer. I’ll move in and—’

‘Rick has been caring for me for a while now,’ her mother said, and though she wasn’t trying to make Deirdre feel ashamed, Deirdre did. Imagine not knowing something as important as that. She might have known if she’d called in more often, she supposed, but there was always some excuse why she hadn’t. And in a way, her not calling was a relief for them both, it made it easier to avoid painful subjects. ‘He’s going to move in now because I’m getting worse.’ Lily sounded as if there was no changing her mind. She tipped Deirdre’s chin up, ‘You have your job,’ she said firmly, ‘and you do it so well. Rick is retired and willing. He’s happy to stay here and spare you the worst of it.’

‘You are my mother,’ Deirdre said, twisting away. ‘I want to do it.’ That was directed at both of them.

‘You are my daughter,’ Lily spoke softly, she even smiled a tiny bit. ‘I will not let you become my parent.’ A pause. ‘Not again.’

Her mother’s words hung in the air before they settled about Deirdre’s shoulders, making her eyes brim with tears.

‘It’s what I want,’ her mother said softly. ‘Please.’

‘I can’t believe this is happening,’ Deirdre whispered to no one in particular.

Her mother stood slowly and embraced her. Deirdre hugged her back fiercely, already wondering how many more hugs they had left before her mother forgot her.

They’d told her everything that horrible evening eight months ago. After that night, Lily’s disease had progressed quite quickly, almost as if by telling Deirdre, her mind had finally stopped battling to remember everything. She’d gone missing, escaping from the house in her dressing gown early one morning. She’d upset Rick by insisting that he was dead and refused to acknowledge that Deirdre had grown up, asking her over and over where her little girl was. She became unable to dress herself and spent the day asking Rick if he knew when Jimmy was coming. Or if Patrick was outside. Whoever that was. It was heartbreaking, but inside, sometimes, there were glimpses of the old Lily. That’s what kept Rick going, he told Deirdre. Bold, feisty Lily, that was who he saw whenever she smiled at him.

Deirdre wondered if her mother had confided her secrets to Rick during their two years together but Rick never alluded to anything amiss in Lily’s life. Maybe he was too much of a gentleman, maybe he didn’t know, so Deirdre kept her silence on the matter too.

As she pulled up in front of her mother’s house, she was taken aback though amused to see Rick, in her mother’s flowery pinny, polishing the windows. He gave her a wave, a delighted smile on his face, and she waved back, surprising herself by smiling too.

But she was still on her guard. Something about him was just not … right.
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THE BOYS WERE DESTROYING THE APARTMENT. THERE were only eight of them but it was as if they’d been caged all their lives and had now only been set free. They’d all arrived within seconds of each other; their parents had declined an invitation to join in the festivities, and instead they’d actually fled down the hallway, chatting to each other about the fun they were going to have now that their sons had been bundled off on an unsuspecting Zoe. Not that they’d actually said that of course, but it was what they’d meant.

The boys had greeted each other like long-lost allies, flung their presents in Lee’s direction, cheering loudly as Lee unwrapped them with all the grace of someone having a seizure. Wrapping paper was flung into the air, boxes ripped open and the gifts were descended upon like crusts of bread in a famine.

Zoe’s parents had arrived with a card and were thrown a careless ‘hello’ by a Lee who was high on excitement.

‘Who are those old people?’ Tom, the wildest boy, asked.

‘No one,’ Lee said carelessly, ‘just my nana and granddad.’

Mrs Killeen looked miffed. ‘Aren’t you going to open your card?’ she asked.

So Lee opened his card and there had been an awkward moment when his nana had held out her arms for a kiss. Tom had snorted in derision and Lee, looking anxiously at him, had backed off with a muttered ‘thanks’ to rejoin his friends on the floor.

‘Those boys are not a good influence on him,’ Mrs Killeen muttered, peeved that no kiss had been bestowed upon her by her grandchild. ‘Peer pressure at five years old.’

‘Come into the kitchen and have a cuppa.’ Zoe ushered them in.

Abe was at the table, a massive pot of tea beside him, totally calm in the face of what was going on outside. He had the paper open beside him. ‘Hey!’ he greeted Zoe’s parents. ‘Cuppa.’

‘Thank you, Abe,’ Mrs Killeen said, sitting down. ‘Weak. Only a little milk.’

Abe did as he was told, then poured Zoe’s dad one before turning back to the paper.

Zoe bristled. Honestly, she thought, the least he could do is chat to my parents. He was acting like he was still in bloody work, reading reports or something. Her parents, though, didn’t seem surprised by Abe. They were used to it, Zoe thought with a slight shock.

‘He normally kisses me,’ her mother went on then, shaking her head. ‘Your brother, now there was a boy that loved his hugs and kisses.’

‘I’ll kiss you instead,’ Mr Killeen joked, arms open wide but his wife pushed him off.

‘There is no point in trying to get into my good books,’ she said crossly.
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