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In each moment is a choice. 


D.A.






 


She is the song like river.


Her hair flows long, long time to the sea’s opening.


She is wide-eyed; open-mouthed; a lonesome heart.





She is the song like river.


Her notes carry far, take me far, and push me down the 

mountain.





She is the song which whispers,


‘Spring showers patter like a tiny child’s heart.’


She is breathless, fleeting, exquisite.





She is the song that started as it ought:


A tiny cluster, a blossom.


The song worked through her, and she let it let her go.


She glides downriver,


She sings from within,


I hear her.





The song remains.





She is the song…






 





THE STORM


The day her mother left was the same day that the Reed family drowned in the river, all of them. 


It is summer, close and sticky. Christina is six years and ten months old – nearly seven. She is wearing a cotton print dress and a blue and yellow sun hat. She has taken off her shoes and is dipping her toes in the stream. She is allowed to play here. 


The flies buzz around her head and annoy her. She picks up a stick and bats it about but it makes no difference, and when she looks down she notices that the stick was muddy and her sundress is spotted with little dark dots all down the front. She whines but there’s no one to cry in front of. She hates to get dirty. 


The stream is another land. In the place where she likes to go, there is a little muddy trail down to the edge and on the other side a lovely big, leafy chestnut tree. It is cooler here and the leaves whisper above her head, playing with the sunlight and teasing her eyes. Christina is hot and she puts both of her feet completely in the water. She begins to go forward, sliding on the mossy stones and staggering across to the other side. The cold stream feels nice. She squeezes her toes, enjoying the soft, soily shore as she gets out on the bank. She squats down then and looks back at the way she has come. The reeds and cow parsley are so high she can only just see above them – a little bit of the lawn, the end of the bridge and their big grey house. The water tinkles in front of her and she spies several large stones, which will be perfect for her plan. She wants to build a bridge. 


Christina stands up and starts pulling up a reed. It’s sharp and tough and makes her hand sore. She groans with the effort. Finally she has four. She takes a reel of red cotton out of her dress pocket and a small pair of scissors she found in her mammy’s room and lays out her four long green reeds. 


Christina makes her family: Papa Reed, Mama Reed, Babby Reed and their Angeline. When she has to concentrate hard, Christina sticks out her tongue. Some of the children at school laugh at her when she does this, and once the music teacher made a joke about it and now she refuses to learn the piano. She can’t help it. When she’s working hard she forgets everything, even herself. This is why she doesn’t hear her father calling and is shocked to see him when she looks up, standing on the other bank. 


Christina, he says, will you come into the house? 


I don’t want to, Daddy. Look, look what I’ve made. 


That’s lovely, but I want you to come in now. 


She looks up at him and squints because the sun is in her face. Why? 


Behind him, coming across the lawn, is a figure in brown. She walks very slowly, and Christina believes she could be floating. It is her mother. And now, across the bridge, running, is Angeline, her shiny black hair swinging back and forth. As she reaches her mother, Christina thinks that her mammy looks like a queen and Angeline is her maid, so that means that she must be a princess. Christina twists the thread around Babby Reed one more time, then leans over and pats the earth with her hands. 


I want to stay here and play, she says. 


You have to come in, he says, and Christina senses something different in his voice, a note of something…urgent, dangerous. She stops what she’s doing and stares at him. He leans across to her, his arm stretched out, his hand shaking. 


No, leave her, Tomás, her mother says. Please, let’s just leave her be. 


Her daddy looks at Christina and then at her mother. She is tall today, long and thin, like one of the Reeds. And she smiles at Christina. It’s a tiny smile, so you might not notice. Her lips move but her eyes say nothing. 


Everything all right? 


Angeline stands with her hands on her hips, panting from her run across the grass. She is in a bright yellow dress, like the sun, with green sandals and a green scarf in her hair. Her dark eyes sparkle. 


I’m making some people, a family, Christina says. 


Let’s see. 


In one bound, Angeline is across the stream and crouching down beside her. Christina explains. 


This is Papa Reed and Mama Reed and Babby Reed. And this is Angeline. 


Angeline laughs, and it feels like a tickle running down her side. An Angeline? 


Yes, every family should have an Angeline. 


It is then, when she looks at her sweet Angeline’s face and nuzzles her, that she can see that her parents are gone. And there is a feeling of something left behind. It is the smell of overzealous weeds, their noxious odour on that distant, dream-like August afternoon; it is Christina’s first smudge of guilt. 


The sun slips behind a cloud, the stream runs dark and all the colours of Angeline fade. 


Christina stands, and collecting up the Reeds, she carefully slides them into her pocket. I want to go in, she says. 


Angeline frowns. I thought you wanted to make a bridge, she says. 


I’m hungry. Christina chews her lip. 


Okay, Angeline says, and she takes one big giant step back across the stream. 


Are you going to jump it? she asks. She opens her arms wide and looks like a large yellow flower, swaying on the other side. 


Christina shakes her head.


Go on, says Angeline, you can do it.


No. Christina twists her foot in the dirt.


Go on, girly, I know you can jump it!


Angeline waves for her to come and the sun darts back out, bouncing off her dress so that she looks like a large light just switched on. 


She can catch me if I fall, Christina thinks, so she takes one big leap and she makes it. For one second she’s extremely happy, but then she feels her pocket and she knows instantly what is wrong. The Reed family fell in. 


The Reeds, she wails, and Angeline wades out into the stream but it’s too late. Christina can see them, twirling around and around in the water, flushed downstream. 


So they run alongside them then, right to the end of the garden, but it’s no use. She has to wave goodbye as she sees them pulled into the big river, and then in a flash they go under, never to come back up again. Angeline puts her arm around her. 


Never mind, darling, she says, you can make some more.


How? The Reeds were people. You can’t make the same people twice. 


Angeline knots their hands together. That’s true, she says. Let’s imagine they’ve gone somewhere better then – a miniature cloudland, at the very tippy top of the sky. 


What’s miniature? 


Tiny.


Would it be nice there? Christina sniffs.


Just perfect, Angeline replies, quite beautiful, and imagine they are all together, no one got left behind. 


When they go back in the house, it’s quiet, just the tick of the clock and the sound of the river outside, two constants that never change. Angeline makes the tea and Christina sits at the big kitchen table cutting out her new paper doll and all her clothes. 


Where’s Mammy? she asks. 


Out, says Angeline. 


Where’s Daddy? 


Out too. 


Christina stops her cutting and watches Angeline at the kitchen sink, her hands sheathed in gloves the same colour as her dress, her head bent over the bucket of potatoes as she peels them. The window is in front of her and Christina watches the dark clouds gather. She senses the hum in the air, and it makes her hair itchy. 


Is it going to rain? she asks. 


Angeline raises her head. Clever girl, she says, I think you’re right. And pulling off her gloves, she says, Come on, quick, help me bring in the laundry. 


They dash out back across the river, onto the grass, and pull the clothes off the line without even unclipping the pegs. Christina is excited. It’s a race, they have to make it back inside before it rains. And they nearly win. She’s just outside the back door as she feels the first hot drops on her head. 


The sky turns black and the dog runs behind the sofa. Angeline switches on the lights and they stand at the window and wait for each sheet of lightning and then count for the thunder. 


The storm is close, Angeline says, and as she speaks the lights go out. Christina giggles nervously. 


Angeline opens the bottom press and pulls out some candles. They light more than they need, lace each shelf of the dresser with three candles each, each windowsill with two and four in a line on the kitchen table. Christina is afraid to leave the room. The kitchen is safe, filled with little pools of golden light, warmth, the smell of the food and the heart of the family. But if she went into the hall, the breeze of the storm would pass through her, chill her and make her think of scary stories. 


They sit at either end of the kitchen table, Angeline and her, connected in silence, waiting for the storm to end, for someone to come home. Angeline smoothes her hair down with one hand and Christina can see wisps of it lift, like tiny electric charges in the static air. Her eyes are circles of comfort and Christina goes over to her and climbs on her lap. The rain whips against the glass panes, her heart beats fast. 


It’ll be over soon, Angeline whispers. 





It’s hard to remember a whole day as a child. Everything we were in that time has been broken up, still in us, but as tiny shards. We get confused. If we go back sometimes our memories are wrong. Things get mixed up. 


Christina is sure of this, though. The day her mother left was the day the Reed family drowned. The very same one. 






 





ATLANTIC






 





CHRISTINA


She drove straight there without thinking. It was habit. The house looked the same, although the garden could do with a tidy, and she noticed that Declan hadn’t bothered to open the curtains in any of the bedrooms. That annoyed her. 


Christina parked a little further down the lane, almost in a ditch. It would probably have been fine if she’d parked the car right outside the house. Their closest neighbours, the Healys, would be out at this time in the morning, but she didn’t want to risk being seen, or worse still, getting caught. 


She walked around the house twice. The row of evergreens swished behind her in the early morning breeze, the grass still sparkled with dew and she could hear the cattle lowing. The place had never seemed so nice. 


She tried the door, but of course it was locked. It didn’t matter because the downstairs bathroom window was open. She stumbled over the loose paving and pulled it back. There was still steam on the mirror and she was tempted to draw a face, but it was important that no one noticed she had been there. She couldn’t leave any trace behind. 


She slowly went up the stairs and into the bedrooms, each one dark, still holding her children’s sleep. She sat on Johnny’s bed and stared at all his football posters, rows of men lined up in green, the tribes she had never been able to understand. On his desk were a pile of history books and scribbled notes. He must have an exam today. She opened his wardrobe and flicked through his clothes, but suddenly she felt sick. She couldn’t take anything from here. What if Declan came home for lunch? What if he noticed? 


She stood in the landing, swaying, her past and present converging. How had she lived in this house for seventeen years? It felt so empty. 


She looked at her bedroom door, at Cian’s toddler finger marks on the white gloss which she had never bothered to touch up. It was shut tight and she had no desire to open it, not now. Instead she turned to her right, pushed the door to Cian’s room open and was surprised to see how tidy it was. There on the floor was the little wooden train set Santa had brought the Christmas before last, and on the walls hung all of his puppets, their bright smiling faces nodding at her. His bed was still crumpled and she bent over it, smoothing the duvet, lifting up the pillow and pressing it to her face. She could still smell his hair. The crack in her heart deepened. Wounded, she opened his drawers, pulling shorts and T-shirts out from the back, stuffing them into her carrier bag. 


Christina tore herself down the landing. She could still hear the echo of her children as they left the house that morning. She stopped then, gripped the top of the banisters and sighed heavily; she could feel the well of her regret deepen. How could she have let this happen? 


With one foot on the top stair, she glanced back, and it was only then that a thought occurred to her. She needed some memories to keep her sane. Just a few pictures would do. 


Christina pulled down the loft ladder and climbed up into the attic. It didn’t take her long to find the photo albums; a pile of them had been stacked in a small green box. She put them in the carrier along with Cian’s clothes and was turning to go back down when she saw it. 


The sewing box. 


It was hers. She had every right to take it. 






 





CIAN


Daddy is shaking him. He squeezes his eyes tight, but it’s no good. 


‘Come on, Cian, up you get,’ he says. 


Cian rolls onto his tummy and then pushes up. He twists his body so he’s sitting and looks around. He’s in his own bed. When Mammy was there he always went across to her and snuggled in the bed with her. She was so soft. 


But now she’s gone, and Daddy doesn’t like it when he does that. He just carries him across the landing and puts him back in his own bed, which would be cold. So now when he wakes in the night, and he always does, he just hangs onto Paddington and as many of the others that he can feel around him – Ludwig the badger, Aunt Lucy, Batty Barry and Billy Moose. 


Cian rubs his eyes and slowly walks out of his room and down the stairs, clutching onto Paddington. The telly is already on – Johnny is watching Rescue Heroes. Cool. Cian likes it in the mornings because Johnny lets him watch his cartoons, not boring teenage programmes like after school. 


‘Hiya bro,’ Johnny says, pushing the cereal box over to Cian. He has to pour his own now, and there’s only cold milk. Mammy always makes it with warm milk, but he doesn’t say anything any more because it makes Daddy and Johnny mad. Sometimes Cian thinks that they both hate her, especially his brother. No one tells him why. And if he asks, no one tells him anything anyway – only his granny said something. Why does my Mammy have to live somewhere else, on her own? he had asked her, and Granny had said, She’s not able to look after you properly, Cian. 


But why? 


His granny wouldn’t answer him then, and instead she gave him five euro to spend in Sheila’s shop. He hadn’t forgotten, though. He wanted to know why. 





He said to his daddy that he wanted to live with Mammy, but his daddy told him the judge said no, and you always have to do what the judge says. 


Daddy is running around. He’s talking on his phone and pulling clothes off the hanger over the stove, smoking at the same time. Like a juggler, Cian thinks. My daddy is like a clown. That’s what he wants to be when he grows up. But Daddy’s job is very important – he buys and sells horses and he’s always on the phone. Everyone has a phone except him. He showed Daddy his new coat, which has a special pocket inside it just for your mobile, and told him he had to have a phone now. But Daddy just laughed at him. It’s not fair, Cian had said, Johnny has one. And Daddy said that when he was seventeen and doing his Leaving Cert, he could have one too. That was ages away. He was only six. He wasn’t even sure how many years that was. 


Johnny is out the door now. He has a lift to school. Daddy shouts out good luck as he gets into the big blue car. Johnny has an exam. Daddy said that if Johnny did well he would buy tickets for them all to go to the next Meath match. Football’s boring, but Daddy and Johnny think it’s great. Daddy says he has to do the GAA summer camp this year, but he’d rather stay at home, watch telly and play with his toys. 


Cian goes back into his room to get dressed. He used to let Daddy do it, but he got so angry and shouted at him if he moved that he does it himself now. Mammy used to dress him while he watched telly. One moment he was in his jammies and the next all ready for school. That was great. 


How many weeks was it since she had gone? It felt like ages. 


Daddy is calling to him. ‘Come on, Cian, we’d better go.’ 


He places Paddington back under the covers – poor Paddington is sick today – and picks up his school bag. Daddy is standing by the back door. His hair is sticking up like a hedgehog and his skin is all prickly on his face. 


‘What day is it, Daddy?’ Cian asks. 


‘It’s Friday.’ 


‘Is that the day before the weekend?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘So am I seeing Mammy tonight? Am I staying with her? Does the judge say I can?’ 


‘Yes, you are. And I say you can. It’s up to me now.’ Daddy sounds cross. 


Cian is smiling because he knows that Mammy will be meeting him after school. He tries to hide his face from Daddy. He looks down and sees a little green thing on the road. 


‘A frog!’ he squeals, bending down and picking it up. ‘Can I bring it to school? Please, please, please? Can I show my friends? Please, Daddy?’ 


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Cian, of course you can’t. Come on, throw it away, you’re going to be late.’ 


Throw it away! Mammy wouldn’t say that. She wouldn’t let him keep it either, but she’d make him find a little leaf somewhere and put him down, gently, very slowly. He looks around, hunting for a leaf. 


‘For God’s sake!’ Daddy is in the car, hollering from the window. Cian panics and throws his little friend. He sees the small green thing flying through the air, and says, ‘Oh sorry, sorry, sorry!’, hoping he doesn’t break his bones. 






 





CHRISTINA


It was a beautiful article, her mother’s sewing box. 


Made out of mahogany with little brass handles on each side, the box was a perfect cube. Christina opened the little door. There were four rows of drawers, two drawers to each row, except the bottom one, which was one big drawer. She had never used it. Angeline gave it to her years ago, just after she got married. But she had been so caught up in her new life as a young wife that she had completely forgotten about it and shoved it in the attic. At the time she hadn’t wanted to think about her mother or be reminded of her in any way, even if it was only through her sewing box. 


The box probably hadn’t been opened since her mother had last used it, because Angeline certainly never sewed – she had always sent stuff out to Mae Cassidy, from socks to curtains. 


Christina nervously fingered the outside of the box. To think that her mother had probably been the last person to touch its contents. She shook herself angrily. 


What did she expect, for her to come popping out? 


She impatiently pulled open the first drawer to find several packets of ancient snap fasteners, one of them with War Time Pack/Guaranteed Rustless written on the back. The sewing box was older than she thought. It must have belonged to her mother’s mother. 


In the next drawer was a little doll made out of tiny coloured beads. Mainie. Christina remembered that little doll. Her mother had made it for her. She picked it up and twisted it between her fingers, letting it drop on the floor. 


In the third drawer there was a thick plastic needle case with a picture of a yellow rose on it and the lettering Rose of England Needlecase. She opened it up and pulled out one long needle. 


The fourth, fifth and sixth drawers were full of reels of cotton, some really old wooden reels and some more recent plastic ones. Each drawer was a spectrum of colour, with bits and bobs of elastic, tiny pin cushions and one or two thimbles. 


One reel was strange. It was wooden, not plastic, and the biggest by far. Wound around it was hair, not thread – human hair. And it wasn’t just from one head. There was a strong black shiny strand like horsehair, a delicate line of red hair and then a soft brown piece. They were all knotted together to make one long multi-coloured thread. Christina pulled it through her fingers. A part of her wanted to snap it off. 


There was only one drawer left – the large one at the bottom. Christina opened it. It was empty apart from a round metal box. She pulled it out and flipped up the lid. A hundred buttons came cascading out, none of them matching. She remembered playing with these, the exotic buttons made from shells and pearls, and then the treasure trove ones, small round coins of silver. She fingered each one and then slowly put them back in the box. 


That was it then. But as she pushed the button box back into the drawer, she could see something else right at the back: a curl of thick paper. 


It was a photograph. Christina pulled it out. It was creased, as if someone had held it many times. Some of the black and white detail was lost in the folds, but the image was still strong. It was a picture of her as a little girl. She was standing next to a large snowman, grinning broadly, with a wool hat on her head and mittens on her hands. And next to her wasn’t her father or Angeline – next to her was her mother. She was a tall, thin woman with long ginger hair. She was smiling too. She was holding her hand. 


Christina started. A pulse passed through her body and she fell back on her heels, knocking her bag over. She had never seen a photograph of her mother. She turned the picture over. 


Greta and Christina, January 1976 


It was written in her father’s handwriting. She flipped the image over again and stared at the stranger in the snow, her own flesh and blood. She let the picture drop, brushed the tears from her eyes and looked up at the skylight in the attic. The wind was chasing clouds across the sky, hiding the sun. She pulled herself straight, and leaned over in the near-dark. The roof of the attic pressed in on top of her head, the wooden boards pounded in her ears, as she picked the photograph up off the dusty floor. It was then that she noticed the needle sticking out of the top of her middle finger. She had felt nothing. A tiny bead of red dripped onto the white print. 


Greta and Christina, January 1976 


That was the year she’d left. 






 





GRETA




It’s another sparkling winter morning, so bright it almost hurts the eyes, and I’m in conversation with my tree. He’s so bare now, hardly a leaf on him. He looks like a big shaggy mound of twigs. I’m sitting huddled beneath him. It’s so very chilly here and I shan’t stay too long, but I have come to tell him something. 


I’m pregnant. 


Yes, it’s official. I went to Doctor Marsh on Monday and he told me I’m pregnant! At last, after trying for six years, I’m expecting again! 


Tomás is very pleased. I haven’t seen him this happy in a long time. He didn’t have to say anything. It was what he did that told me. He drove me home from the surgery, holding my hand the whole way, one hand on the steering wheel, humming a little song. 


We’ve decided not to tell Christina yet, just in case anything goes wrong, which, please God, it won’t. She asked Santa for a baby brother so now, hopefully, her wish will come true. I know Tomás would like to have a son, but as long as the baby is healthy I don’t care. Just as long as everything is as it should be. 


I can see a red fox darting across the field, a flash of colour against the white sky. Last night I heard her howl, making her love call. I could recognise that desperation, its piercing shrill, the need to create, to be a mother again. 


I had begun to think that we would never have another child. 










 


CHRISTINA





Christina stumbled back down the lane. The sewing box was heavy and she had to carry it with both hands, her carrier bag slung on one of her wrists. By the time she shoved the box onto the back seat of the car she was out of breath and her shoulders hurt. 


As she drove around the potholes she prayed that no one would be coming the other way. She could see one of the Healy boys on a tractor on the far side of the bog, but he was too far away to mind her. Back on the main road she relaxed a little, then sped up. She went past the old cemetery and small green fields undulated by her, the odd one marked by a fairy hawthorn tree or a single standing stone, each small patch separated by soft grey walls. 


She was on the lake road when she suddenly pulled in. She leaned back, stared at the sewing box, then whipped around again as if stung, looking out at the sheer blue lake. The sun had come back out and the light was almost blinding. The sky was white and glaring. 


Only last summer – it seemed an age ago now – they’d had a barbeque here. Declan had organised it for her birthday; it had been a surprise. And she had been surprised. He had never done anything like that before. 


Although it had been July, they had all shivered by the side of the lake as a cold wind whipped about them. Quite a few had turned up, mostly Declan’s friends, but still, it had been nice. She remembered that, and feeling vaguely guilty that she wasn’t more thrilled, that she didn’t talk enough. In the end she had sat on a log, gazing into the fire, drinking beer and listening to all the others singing songs. 


She had got drunk. 


And when they got home that night, she had laid down on the hall floor sobbing, accusing Declan of letting her drink when he shouldn’t have. He had begged her with urgent whispers to get up, be quiet, saying the children would hear her. But she had been unable to move and continued to berate him until in the end he had given up, put a blanket over her and gone to bed. She woke the next morning with her eldest, Johnny, staring down at her, his lips curled in distaste. 


It was hot in the car and she suddenly yearned to get into the water. She got out, climbed the gate and walked down the gravel path, passing grazing horses, smelling the crisp morning air. 


Down by the water’s edge, the flies buzzed around her. The brambles were thick, the gorse yellow and prickly. Light bounced off the lake’s surface, dappling a metal water barrel half sunk on the shore. Beside it a large twisted white stick protruded out of the water, looking like a solitary ghost heron. She crouched down behind a large ash tree, took off her dress and sandals, folded it neatly and then, in her underwear, waddled towards the lake over the parched stones. 


The water was low. It had been a dry spring. She avoided the sticky shore and followed a path of paving slabs until icy water lapped around her ankles. She let herself fall forwards then, straight in. 


The water soothed the ache in her heart, the desperate pull she felt as a mother. She swam in a circle, plunging her head beneath the surface again and again, as if she needed to wake up. When she tried to put her feet down there was nothing solid to stand on, just a swirl of muddy bed and weeds, so she immersed herself in the freezing water and swam further, out by the diving board. She was tempted to go out even further, but knew she couldn’t. There were currents out there that could suck you down in an instant. 


Losing her children was like drowning. Sometimes she would find herself gagging, as if she was being suffocated, her throat dry right to the back of it. It felt unnatural to be on her own after being a mother for seventeen years. It wasn’t right. 


Yet her own mother had done it to her. She had only been six when she left one day, not a word to her, just gone. 


Christina shivered in the water and slowly turned towards the shore. The stones were smooth and slippery beneath her feet as she tried to keep her balance, stumbling onto the grass verge. She could hear the hum of a distant car, but apart from that there was no one about. A lumpy hill faced her – they called it the Noggin – and she could see a lone cow stuck on its top. The lake was an oval pool of blue, a drop of silence, pure space in the place where she lived, where the hills were so low they could hardly pull you skyward and the small, uneven fields closed in around you. She sighed, shook out her wet hair and walked up the bank a small way, sitting down to let herself drip onto the grass. 


She just wanted to come home to herself, even if it meant she would have to go on the longest journey of her life. 






 


GRETA





I remember now how you change when you’re pregnant. The dreams that come in the night, like dense fog, so hard to lift the next day that I could sit for hours here, on the windowsill in the landing, staring at the brown river, swollen and churning beneath me, listening to the sound of the water cascade, the rhythm of the mill. I slow down and nothing is urgent any more. I can hardly believe it as I look out at the view: the wooden bridge across the river, the stretch of garden, the ditch with the stream and the fields beyond. Even the woods at the top – all this I am mistress of. 


We never owned our own land, not even a house. Daddy thought it was more important to spend money on our education. Maureen always said it was my fault that we were sent away to boarding school. I was father’s favourite and she said he always did what I asked. I don’t remember asking for that, though. Grateful as I am, I would rather have been at home with my precious father. 


Dear Lord, keep my father safe and by your side, and my mother too. Forgive their sins, and let them rest in heaven. Guide me. Show me their souls, two twin stars on a winter’s night, watching over me and my family, my unborn child. In the name of the father, the son and the Holy Ghost. Amen. 


I like to make up my own prayers. It’s my poetry, my way of not feeling lonely. 


And it can be lonely here sometimes at The Mill. When I was at school I was surrounded by other girls. There was always someone about to sit and have a talk with. But when you’re a wife, there’s no time for talking. You have to look after your family, and they are your priority. 


Oh, but to be part of a family again! When I lost Mummy and Daddy, I felt so alone. Even though Maureen was there, it didn’t make us any closer. I used to spend hours trying to make sense of it all. How could they be taken away so suddenly? But maybe that happens when people are special. And I’m glad they went together, that one wasn’t left without the other. 


I like the animals here, and I think that Tomás is pleased at the way I look after the chickens. We have good eggs, and always plenty of them. And I can understand him when he talks about the cattle and we discuss whether we should move into pigs, but I told him that I didn’t like the idea of that, not at all. It’s not just the smell of them, but whenever I see those poor pigs crushed into the lorries on the way to the knacker’s yard, I can’t help feeling awfully sorry for them. I don’t think I could live with such accusation! Tomás says there’s money in it, but he listens to me, and for the moment he’s not changing anything. 


I’ve learned to make jam. Well, a sticky, runny mess at least. But I do think that my cooking is improving. Tomás scratches his head sometimes and can’t work out why it takes me so long to do anything in the house. I suppose, he says, smiling, it’s because I’ve had the fortune to marry one of nature’s ladies! You’re living in the wrong century, my darling, and should have a couple of servants. I look at him uncertainly then, because I’m worried that this is a criticism, but he always takes me in his arms and touches my hands delicately and says he’s sorry about the life I have to live, and how it’s making my hands rough. It was your hands I fell in love with first, he says. 


He reminds me of that day in the church. My parents were dead just two weeks and I had come to live with Aunt Shirley. It was Saint Blaise’s day, the first week in February, and the church was freezing. I didn’t know that I was standing next to Tomás, shivering, as the priest went along the line, blessing our throats, two candles in his hands, crossed beneath each chin. I didn’t see Tomás, but he saw me, or my hands, that is. Pressed together in prayer and then opening, fluttering with cold, like a tiny white butterfly, he says. 


He pursued me, and I was happy for the attention. It distracted me from my grief. My Aunt Shirley was constantly criticising me, calling me a plain Jane, like my mother, she said, which of course upset me, and then Maureen went to America. I didn’t want to go with her. What would I be doing in America? But mostly I didn’t want to go because someone had to stay behind to look after the graves. 


At first I didn’t notice Tomás. I was too preoccupied by my loss. But then, sometimes after church, I would see this young man with curly hair that refused to stay down although you could see a gallon of grease on it! He had kind eyes and he was very tall. To me he felt nearly as tall as a tree. And then one week he came up to me and held out his hand to introduce himself – Tomás Comyn, he said. He sounded like a character in a book by Thomas Hardy, and I squirmed with pleasure as Aunt Shirley looked stiffly on. The next week he did the same thing, then on the third week he asked me if I was going out on Friday night, as there was a dinner dance in aid of the hunt. I had said nothing and felt the colour rising in my cheeks. He rephrased his sentence and asked me if I would like to go to the dance with him, and I whispered yes, still looking at the ground. 


Aunt Shirley called Tomás an oaf. She was against us but before long we were going steady, and three months later we were engaged. I didn’t just do it to spite her, of course. I had fallen in love. I’m still in love with my husband. 


Tomás drove me all the way to Boyle twice a month and helped me pull out the weeds on my parents’ grave. Then he taught me to drive and let me use his car so that I could go on my own. Tomás told me I was beautiful. He said that I was a true redhead, not like Aunt Shirley, who called me as ginger as the cat. Tomás said I was a pure Celt, with pale skin and green eyes, and he even loved my freckles, begging me not to conceal them any more. 


Tomás has saved me from my brooding. The only way to deal with grief is to keep busy. He has filled my life with activity – a farmer’s wife always has work to do! 


It’s only in the woods that I have time for my thoughts. I talk out loud to the trees. If he saw me he might think I was barking mad, but these conversations are precious to me, a tiny oasis of peace in my busy life. 


I’m not even sure to whom I’m talking. God? My father? My unborn child? 






 


CHRISTINA





The midday sun gradually crept across the floorboards, yet Christina remained curled up in the foetal position in Helen’s old bed, looking at the faded photograph on the pillow beside her. She traced her finger yet again over the tall, ghostly figure of her mother, a silhouette against the snow. Did she look like her? 


A blaze of sunlight illuminated the room, distracting her, and Christina looked at the old cobwebs hanging from the ceiling and the dust on the floor. She had never cleaned this place. It was just as Helen had left it. It still smelled faintly of her. Helen used Ponds coconut butter, like Angeline used to. It brought a sense of the familiar to her strange bedroom in the stone cottage two miles down a rutted bog road, five miles west of Oldcastle. This was where she lived now – in her cousin’s discarded house. 


She slowly clambered out of the bed, naked, and opened the skylight. A warm breeze touched her. It really was quite hot. 


She picked up her dress but it was still damp from the lake, so instead she took a giant cardigan from the wardrobe and wrapped it around her. 


She glanced at herself in the mirror. Helen had loads of these things – big, men-sized woollies, probably belonging to her husband. Christina liked them and the way they made her feel – tiny and feline. She never wore stuff like this at home. For a start she never slept naked because Cian always got into the bed with her in the middle of the night, and it didn’t seem appropriate. 


Cian. 


His name choked her. The last time she’d seen him was Sunday night when she had dropped him home. She pressed her thumb into her palm as if she could conjure up his little hand and its warm trust inside hers as she led him up to the door. He never questioned it now and had stopped asking her why she didn’t come home. He was a clever little boy, her boy, and she felt that he could sense her distress. 


He still loved her. 


But maybe one day he wouldn’t. Maybe he might learn to hate her too, like Johnny. Things had never been easy with Johnny, but when he saw her now he looked as if he wanted to spit in her face. 


Christina ran her hands through her hair, pulling the curls until they hurt. She could feel her body trembling, the dryness in her throat, the fear. 


She walked over to the window and opened it wide. The land spread quietly before her and she couldn’t see a single soul. She watched three tiny rabbits as they hopped across the field, each one pausing in relay to sit up like little statues. A fuchsia bush dripped pink and mauve bells, each flower looking extravagant against the dour yard wall. A long-tailed rat dashed into the hedgerow and she could hear the chatter of the birds as it disturbed them. In the distance she could hear a lone car speeding along the main road. 


The world kept on turning, and she could hide from it no longer. 






 


GRETA





It snowed last night, and everything was covered by a couple of inches of pure white bliss. This morning Christina and I ran whooping out into the garden, with Tomás running behind us shouting at me to be careful not to slip on the ice. Then the three of us built the most fantastic snowman I’ve ever seen. It was so good that we took photographs of it. The snowman was nearly twice the height of little Christina. He was, of course, big and round and we dressed him up in an old gardening hat of Jim’s, a pair of rubber gloves and a big orange carrot for his nose. 


Afterwards we were very cold indeed, so while Tomás stoked up the fire I made hot chocolate and tried to bake some scones; a disaster as usual. Tomás keeps asking me to get a cook or someone to help in the house, but I would feel like I’ve failed him if we did that. I just have to keep on trying. Poor man, I suppose he’s used to my cooking by now. Christina ate up anyway. I let her dip the scones in golden syrup and then she was all sticky like a little munchkin. 


Later we took down the Christmas tree, which always makes me a little sad. When you’re packing up those decorations Christmas seems so far away again. To think that this time next year there will be a new addition to the family. The baby will be just over three months old then. It’s hard to believe. I put my hand on my stomach and I can feel nothing in there. It’s so tiny now, little more than a seed. Yet I feel different, in my mind. 


Will it change things with Christina? I don’t think so. How could it? The baby will bring us all closer together, make us more of a family. 


I laid hands on Christina tonight. She said her head ached and her little cheeks were so flushed. It was all the excitement, running in and out of the house in the snow. Tomás doesn’t like me to do this because he says that if people knew, well, they’d all be knocking on our door. Tomás is a very private man. My daddy told me I have a gift from God. He said it was because I was born on Good Friday. I don’t know where my talent comes from, but when I see my little one in pain, I need to take it away, so if I can, I will. 






 


CHRISTINA





She and Declan had thought they were Romeo and Juliet, so keen were they to flaunt their parents’ rulings. As neighbours, Declan’s father and Christina’s daddy had had a long-standing feud about fences. Declan’s father’s cattle destroyed them and got onto their land, and then there was the fight over who was responsible for repairs and were they in good order in the first place and so on so that over the years the argument had mushroomed to proportions of complete non-communication between the two families. It was against this background that Declan and Christina had sought each other out in the schoolyard, both of them wilful teenagers. And it was by the lake they would meet, even in winter, where they explored each other’s bodies, tucked beneath the gorse bushes so that no one would see them, the pain of a few loose prickles on the skin so worth it. Somehow they kept their clothes on, but one day, before they could stop each other, it had happened. Somehow he had slipped inside her. Was that the day Johnny had been conceived? If not, it hadn’t been long after. 


Christina sighed. What fools they had been. They had still been at school, just kids. Johnny’s age. 


Theirs had been a proper shotgun wedding and an uneasy truce between the two families, her father grimacing as he welcomed Declan into the family. 


Their wedding day had been a drunken one. The tension in the church and at the reception made everyone drink too much, even Angeline. She had been against it, the only one of the ‘adults’ who had advised her not to get married, telling Christina that she was throwing her life away, that she had alternatives. 


Christina had been annoyed with her stepmother then, maybe because deep down she knew she was right. But for the moment, she and Declan were delighted with themselves. No more hiding, no more prickly sessions under the gorse bushes, shivering on the damp grass. What did Angeline know of the world anyway? As far as Christina could remember she had always been there, in the house, first as their housekeeper and then later on becoming her stepmother. How could she have helped her, really? She’d had no alternative. And look what they had done – hadn’t they brought an end to that ridiculous feud? Wasn’t their love going to last forever? 


Declan was a hard worker. Those first few months he’d worked morning, noon and night, a lackey for her father. He’d had dreams of his own, but he ignored them and kept on slogging, taking all of her father’s impatience and contrariness on board. Declan had wanted the best for her and the baby. 


Overnight he became a man. 


But he left something behind, his old skin, like a suit of clothes lying on the bank by the lake, a place he had no time to go to any more. The laughing boy full of kisses and surprises was gone. The man who stood before her was different. He had a similar face, but the eyes were lighter blue, more drained, and his chin was hard. 


She had still been a child. 


She danced around Declan, trying to make him smile, and when he didn’t, or wouldn’t, or couldn’t eat the food she made him because he was too tired, she behaved like a baby, hurling herself on the bed, clutching her hideous bump and crying loudly until he came, sat down beside her and put a limp hand on her shoulder, until she could feel the weight of him, his sadness, his entrapment. 


It had terrified her. 


She closed her eyes, and for a moment saw Declan as he had been – too thin for his morning suit, like a child in fancy dress, a grin on him like the cat that got the cream. That had been nearly eighteen years ago now. To think they had lasted that long. 


‘Chrissie?’ came a voice outside. 


Christina snapped up the blind on the kitchen window. It was well after noon. 


‘Chrissie, it’s me, Padraig. You told me to come.’ 


She had forgotten. She slowly walked across the kitchen floor, her cold soles peeling off each chill tile, and unlatched the door. 


‘Jesus, Chrissie, are you not even dressed yet?’ 


‘So what? I’ve been busy.’ She walked over to the counter and flicked on the kettle. 


Padraig stood behind her. She could sense him appraising her. 


‘I always said you had great legs,’ he said, ‘for someone your age.’ 


‘Jesus, Paddy, I’m only thirty-four!’ 


‘Ah, you should see Dee’s – she’s them veiny things already.’ 


‘Lovely, Paddy, I really want to know about your wife’s legs.’ 


‘Sorry.’ He looked crestfallen. He was such an eejit, really, but handsome. 


Padraig smiled at her sheepishly. She had always noticed how good his teeth were. He never smoked and his smile benefited from it, with his two rows of perfect white teeth. 


‘I brought it, so,’ he said, throwing down a brown envelope on the kitchen table. 


‘Thanks, Paddy.’ She picked the envelope up and took out some notes. 


‘It’s a grand,’ he announced proudly. 


‘Are you sure that’s not too much?’ she said, stuffing the money back into the envelope and leaving it on the table.


‘Well, I wasn’t so sure last week when you asked me. But now that we can move some of the cattle around, things are getting better.’ Paddy scratched his head and smiled at her. 


‘I’ll pay you back, every penny.’ 


She spooned some instant coffee into her mug and took out a fresh one for Paddy. 


‘What do you need it for, Chrissie?’ Padraig asked as she poured boiling water into the mugs. 


‘I can’t tell you.’ She handed him his drink, not daring to look him in the eye. 


‘You’re all right, aren’t you?’ He lifted her chin with his finger, trying to look at her. 


She sighed, shaking her head and still not catching his eyes. ‘Yeah, I’m okay,’ she said, then moving away from him, added, ‘I’m just missing my boys.’ 


‘I said it was too harsh. I can’t believe you lost them.’ 


She sat down and smiled sadly, looking at the black and white tiles. ‘Ah, Paddy…’ He stood tall in front of her. She wished she could be him, so sure of himself. ‘You’re a good man, Paddy,’ she said, sipping her coffee. 


He smirked. 


‘What’s so funny?’ she asked. 


‘I can see your nipples poking out through the wool. They’re hard.’ He bent down and touched one with his fingertip. 


She pushed him away, reddening. ‘I have to get dressed.’ 


‘Come on, Chrissie, we haven’t done it in months.’ 


‘I told you, it’s over.’ She crossed her legs and wrapped the giant cardigan tighter about her. 


‘Yeah, but that was because of the case. Now it doesn’t matter. Sure, who’s going to know?’ He grinned at her with his bright, wide smile. 


‘No, Paddy. I don’t want to.’ 


He looked at her for a second, but she turned away and watched a fat bee banging against the windowpane. He coughed and when she swivelled around again, he was no longer smiling. 


‘Right so,’ he said stiffly, picking up the envelope. 


‘What are you doing?’ Her face dropped in horror. 


‘Well, if you can’t help me out, maybe I can’t help you. You know that Dee won’t let me touch her any more.’ 


‘Why don’t you force yourself on your wife then? It’s her duty, not mine.’ She spat out the words like a slap. 


Padraig came close, his blue eyes steely. ‘Jesus, you’ve been drinking already. It’s not long past midday and you’re pissed. Look at yourself, Chrissie.’ 


‘No, I’m not.’ 


‘I’ll be seeing you.’ He made for the door, the envelope in his hand. She needed that money. 


‘Wait!’ 


That first time Paddy had actually cried. They had been in his jeep and he had pulled in off the road. They had sex there and then. It had been hot and crazy, fast and passionate, and afterwards Paddy had sobbed on her shoulder, confessing that Dee hadn’t let him touch her in two years, begging her not to tell anyone, while a floodgate opened in the small of her back and she felt like a torrent of hurt was released. 


It was only a temporary feeling, but completely addictive, and that’s why she had continued sleeping with Paddy. To get that hit, to feel that someone cared. 


He came over now in one big step, pushed the cardigan off her shoulders and lifted her up. With the other hand he cleared the table. The jar of coffee wobbled on the edge and then crashed onto the tiled floor. 


She bit into his neck, trying to summon herself from the past, when just to stand next to him made her feel tight and hot. He was on top of her and the table was hard and unyielding on her back. It was all very uncomfortable. 


She closed her eyes and made a picture in her head. She could see herself running through a meadow with high, long grass and waving trees in a ring around her. It was a nice feeling, her thoughts; they were more real than the sex. 


‘Oh, baby,’ Paddy said, his voice intruding. When she opened her eyes his face was all squeezed shut, with his chin in the air. She felt sorry for him. He was only lonely too. 


He came, lay on her for only a second and then sat up, pulling her with him. He picked up the cardigan and wrapped it around her, kissing her gently on the lips. He tasted of the land, salty and dense. 


‘Thank you,’ he whispered. He handed her the envelope. ‘I’ll call tomorrow,’ he said. 


‘I’ve got Cian,’ she replied, getting a dustpan from under the sink and bending down to sweep up the broken jar of coffee. 


‘Sunday then,’ he said. ‘I’ll come Sunday night, after McGintys, on my way home.’ 


‘Okay.’ She tipped the broken glass into the bucket. 


He ambled to the door and, turning before he went, said, ‘You know, Chrissie, I thought I was in love with you once. Last Christmas I think I might have left Dee for you.’ 


Christina shook her head. ‘No you wouldn’t have, Paddy.’ 


‘Well, we’ll never know now,’ he smiled softly. He walked back towards her and reached out his hand to touch her face, but she stepped back. She could smell the bitter scent of coffee. 


‘Bye, Paddy,’ she said and quickly walked out of the kitchen and up the stairs, before he could say something else. 


In the bedroom Christina stood still, listening to his jeep drive off. She picked up the picture of Johnny and Cian on her bedside locker. Johnny was fifteen in it, and Cian was four. It had been taken the time they all went to Waterworld, and the two boys were standing in the queue outside. They both had baseball caps on and were grinning broadly. 


She remembered that afternoon. It was just after she and Declan had had a terrible row. She didn’t even remember why they’d been arguing, just the row itself, the venom, and throwing herself into it, not even caring that the kids were in the car with them, sitting behind them, frozen and tearful. Declan had been driving across a moor and the rain was lashing on the windscreen. He had swerved off the road and skidded to a halt, jumping out of the car and stomping to a reservoir. Then he had just stripped off and dived into the freezing water. The kids had piled out of the car, delighted at the diversion, laughing and roaring at their father. 


She picked up the photograph of the children and stared at it, the tears welling. 


That was when she should have left. If only she had taken the boys right there and then, everybody would have been on her side. 


But instead she let it fester. Her husband no longer wanted her. And it was like her mother walking out on her all over again. 






 


GRETA





I don’t know why they call it morning sickness, for me it’s all day sickness. It’s all I can do to keep a glass of Seven-Up down. Poor Tomás has had to buy up bottles and bottles of it and packets of Tuc biscuits – that’s all I want to eat. At least it’s not jellied eels or something. We still haven’t told Christina, too early yet, or anyone else in the family. We’ve decided to wait twelve weeks first and then it should be safe enough. Tomás has been so good, treating me like a princess and looking after Christina, making her breakfast and taking her to school. I’m so lucky to have him. 
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