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  Chapter 1




  Cork, 1980




  Sarah’s breathing sounded sharp and shallow in her ears. She regulated it with deep intakes of cold air. Ignoring the burning in her lungs, she pushed herself harder,

  faster. Wild grass tickled her shins. Mud squelched beneath her new sneakers. Nan would not be happy.




  ‘You’ve ruined them!’ she would cry. ‘Fifteen pounds, they were!’




  Sarah would bite on her lip. There was no point in retorting that sneakers were for running and, as they lived out in the middle of the countryside, an hour’s drive from Cork city, she had

  nowhere else to run but across the fields.




  Sarah trained for at least thirty minutes every day. She wasn’t training for anything in particular: Carrickmore was too small for an athletics club and her school’s sports day

  wasn’t for another six months. She ran because she loved the sensation of creating distance with her feet; because the exertion tingled every part of her body, even the inside, which often

  felt a little empty; because her father had been a runner too and it made her feel connected with him.




  A drizzle started to fall and sprinkled Sarah’s flushed face. At first she defied it and ran on. But it grew steadier. The grass became slippery, the earth even more soggy. Cold drips

  rolled down her forehead. Reluctantly, she turned back towards home. Nan thought that rain should be avoided at all costs: one drenching and you’d surely be struck down with the flu.




  ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ Sarah could hear her say. ‘Get out of those damp clothes before you catch your death.’




  It meant that Sarah would be in trouble on two counts: the state of her sneakers, and being caught in the rain.




  Sarah climbed over the last gate and came out onto Whitfield Road. There was no traffic in sight and she sprinted down the centre of the unmarked road. Her grandmother’s house, two storeys

  of white pebble-dash, stood as the finish line.




  She was at full throttle when Mr O’Hara, holding a bottle of milk, came out of Nan’s shop.




  ‘Jesus, Sarah, is it the devil that’s after ya?’




  Sarah overshot her imaginary finish line and came to a stop outside Delaney’s pub. She bent over, hands on knees, to catch her breath.




  ‘You’re a fine runner, Sarah,’ said Mr O’Hara as he came alongside her. ‘Just like your father, God rest his soul.’




  Sarah devoured casual mentions of her mother and father like a starved child scrounging for evidence that they had actually existed. She loved her grandmother and knew she was loved in return.

  But it wasn’t the same as having a mum and dad, being part of a family unit, being normal.




  Mr O’Hara pulled his cap down further on his head. ‘I know you young ones don’t feel the cold, Sarah. But this rain has a chill to it. I’d better be getting

  home.’




  He walked briskly in the direction of his house. A sprightly old man, he’d once said to Sarah that keeping busy was the only answer he had to old age. For that reason, he had taken on the

  maintenance of the cemetery and the village park in his retirement.




  ‘He’s a hard worker,’ Sarah had heard her grandmother comment many a time. ‘The graveyard is a credit to him. You wouldn’t know it from the way it was

  before.’




  As a result of Mr O’Hara’s toil and sweat, the cemetery’s gravelled pathways were weed-free and the hedging along the outer wall was trimmed in a neat line. He had even planted

  a new bed of flowers inside the main gate.




  ‘So I can put them on the graves of the poor souls who have no one,’ he’d explained to Sarah.




  Sarah saw a lot of Mr O’Hara because she was a regular visitor to the cemetery. She’d sit on the concrete kerb that outlined her father’s grave and daydream about the man she

  couldn’t remember.




  ‘I’ll make you proud of me,’ she’d whisper to the mottled headstone. ‘When I grow up, I’m going to be someone very, very important.’




  She didn’t precisely know why she wanted to make her father proud. Maybe it was a sentiment that all daughters had towards their fathers. And mothers too, perhaps. All Sarah knew was that

  she felt very close to him when she sat by his grave. He had grown up in Carrickmore too, run across the same fields, and lived in Nan’s pebble-dash house right up until the day he got

  married. His spirit was still here. He was watching over her. She was sure of it.




  Sarah crossed the road to her grandmother’s shop. It jutted out from the front of the house like an oversized porch. Colourful promotional posters, stuck to the large panes of glass, lent

  a little razzamatazz to the ordinariness of the building and the village around. Carrickmore was built on a single crossroads. Nan’s shop presided over one corner. Delaney’s pub, with

  its black and maroon signage, was situated diagonally across. The church and cemetery occupied the third corner. A park, with lush green grass and a magnificent oak tree as its centrepiece, was on

  the fourth.




  ‘I’m back,’ called Sarah as she opened the door of the shop.




  ‘Oh, hello, Mrs Burke.’




  ‘You’ve been running again,’ smiled the kindly old woman, a regular customer and a close friend of Peggy’s.




  ‘Yes, but I had to cut it short because of the rain.’




  Sarah gave her feet a good wipe on the mat and didn’t meet her grandmother’s eyes.




  ‘Sure, it’s in the genes,’ said Mrs Burke. ‘Soon you’ll be winning medals, just like your father, God rest him.’




  Sarah saw a flicker of emotion across her grandmother’s face. A tall, regal-looking woman, she wore her seventy years well. Her snowy white hair was pulled back into a neat bun and the

  skin on her narrow face was only lightly lined. She had sharp blue eyes and thin lips. She was proud of the fact that she didn’t need glasses and her teeth were her own.




  ‘Is that the lot?’ Peggy Ryan asked her friend a little abruptly.




  ‘Yes, I think so.’ Then Mrs Burke laughed. ‘Well, you’re not far away should I have forgotten anything.’




  With precise handwriting Peggy wrote the price of each item on a sheet of butcher’s paper. She underlined the figures and, her expression intense with concentration, manually totted them

  up.




  ‘That’s ten pounds forty pence. Sure, the ten will do.’




  ‘God bless you.’




  Mrs Burke handed over the cash and, her cane basket full to the brim, made for the door.




  ‘Shouldn’t you wait on until the rain passes over?’ asked Peggy.




  ‘Sure, a bit of rain never did anyone any harm,’ replied Mrs Burke. Then, realising the tactlessness of her words, she flashed a silent apology with her eyes and left, the door

  swinging shut behind her.




  Sarah watched her grandmother become immediately busy with wiping down the counter. The old woman’s face was devoid of emotion, her mouth a line of efficiency. But her eyes weren’t

  as sharp as usual. Memories blurred their blueness.




  The rain had in fact done a lot of harm to Peggy Ryan and her family. In 1944 her beloved husband had caught pneumonia after a bad soaking. Billy had not recovered and Peggy had been left alone

  to manage their small son, Tommy, and the family business. Twenty-five years later, Tommy skidded his motorbike off the Mallow Road. The coroner’s report cited a severe downpour as the cause

  of the accident. Visibility had been poor and the road surface slippery. The only mercy was that Tommy had been killed on impact. Once again Peggy was left with a small child to rear – Sarah

  – and the business.




  Peggy scoured the countertop until she had her memories under control. She stepped back and, still holding the cloth, put her hands on her hips.




  ‘You’d better get out of those damp clothes before you catch your death.’




  ‘Yes, Nan. I’ll be back in a tick so you can take your break.’




  Sarah exited the shop through the back door, which led directly into the kitchen of the private residence behind. She ran the tap at the sink and lowered her head to drink from its flow. Then

  she left her new muddied sneakers by the back door and went upstairs to change.




  ‘Are you sure that’s right, girleen?’ asked Mr Glavin, one of the more cantankerous customers.




  ‘Yes.’ Sarah nodded vigorously.




  ‘But you didn’t write down the numbers,’ he said, looking very suspicious.




  ‘I can add in my head,’ she told him.




  ‘I like to see the evidence before me.’




  Sarah, well trained in customer service by her grandmother, didn’t argue. ‘Right you are.’




  She wrote down the figures on the butcher’s paper and did the long addition out loud. Once complete, and her earlier total confirmed, she used scissors to cut out the sum.




  ‘There you are, your receipt,’ she said and smiled brightly as she handed it over.




  He gave it a brief glance before shoving it deep in his trouser pocket. Then, without saying a word, he strutted out of the shop, clearly annoyed that he hadn’t got the better of her.




  Later on that night, when they were sitting down to a dinner of floury potatoes and fried lamb chops, Sarah told her grandmother about Mr Glavin.




  ‘He’s an awful sourpuss,’ Peggy agreed. ‘But he’s the customer and you should write down the sums for him if that’s what he wants.’




  They started to eat. The potatoes were lovely but the chops were tough. Peggy was a good cook but sometimes the meat, which came from the butchers in the next village, was of poor quality.




  ‘We should get a cash register,’ said Sarah, pushing her half-eaten chop to the side of her plate.




  ‘What would we want with one of those?’ Peggy sniffed.




  ‘We could give customers like Mr Glavin a nice printed receipt,’ replied Sarah, having thought it through. ‘We could also use it to keep record of the day’s

  takings.’




  ‘Those contraptions cost a fortune,’ Peggy remarked. ‘Money is tight enough as it is.’




  ‘It would be well worth the investment,’ was Sarah’s reply.




  Peggy thought that her granddaughter sounded more like an adult than a twelve-year-old schoolgirl. Sarah was too old for her age, both intellectually and physically. She was always top of her

  class. ‘Brains to burn,’ one of her teachers had said. This was no news to Peggy. Sarah’s mathematical abilities had made themselves evident from a very young age. She’d

  been helping out behind the counter for three years now, but she’d worked out how to count money and calculate a customer’s change long before that. Peggy didn’t know where the

  girl got her brains from. Her father, bless him, was no Einstein. And her mother, well . . .




  In the last few months, Sarah’s face and figure had become more defined. She was tall for her age, her body lithe from all the running. Her straight chestnut hair fell below her shoulders,

  its colour so rich and its texture so thick that it alone could have made the most plain-faced girl look pretty. Sarah’s face was by no means plain. Her hazel eyes, fringed by thick lashes,

  dominated its oval shape. Her nose and lips were in perfect proportion, her pale skin free of the usual teenage blemishes. She could easily pass as sixteen or seventeen.




  It was her emotional maturity that Peggy worried about the most, though. Sarah took life too seriously. She was always trying to prove herself, be it at school, at running, or at the shop, as if

  she felt she wasn’t good enough as she was. Her thoughts ran deep and she didn’t always share them. She was a lot like her mother. And that frightened Peggy.




  ‘Investment indeed,’ she muttered. ‘What kind of things are they teaching ye at school these days?’




  After dinner Peggy, weary after a long day, retired to the front room with a cup of tea. Sarah washed up. It didn’t take long. Two plates and two cups, a pot, a frying pan and some

  cutlery. She hung the damp tea towel from the oven door, wiped down the table and laid out her schoolbooks.




  She did her maths homework first: fractions – easy. Irish next: ten sentences to read and translate. English: a poem to learn off by heart. She was reciting the lines of the poem when she

  heard a knock on the kitchen door: John.




  ‘Hi.’




  His anorak was slick with rain. He unzipped it and hung it off one of the hooks on the back of the door.




  John was the only other twelve year old in Carrickmore and Sarah’s best friend. His parents owned Delaney’s, the pub across the road. Like Sarah, he went to school in Kilnock, a

  neighbouring village five miles away. The bus left on the dot of half past eight in the morning. The driver didn’t wait for anyone.




  ‘Single file please,’ he’d order as the children jostled to be first on the bus.




  The best seat was the back one and Sarah always sat there with John. Sometimes they’d talk the whole way along the narrow potholed road to Kilnock. Other days they would hardly exchange a

  word. It didn’t matter either way. They were best friends and sometimes friends didn’t feel like talking. They both understood this.




  After school, John practised the piano and Sarah did her run. Then John helped out at the pub and Sarah with the shop. But John always called around after dinner. Sarah rarely went to his house.

  His mother wasn’t very welcoming.




  Tonight John was early, a sure sign that he was having trouble with his homework. This was further evidenced by the copybook he extracted from the inside pocket of his anorak.




  ‘I can’t do the fractions.’ He pulled out the heavy chair at the head of the table and sat down with a despondent thump. ‘Can I see your answers?’




  Sarah opened her copybook at the right page and put it in front of him. His brow furrowed as he compared her answers to his.




  ‘I’ve got it wrong again,’ he sighed.




  John struggled at school only because his head was in the clouds. He sat in class, a faraway look in his eyes, his fingers drumming the edge of the desk in a beat that only he could hear. He was

  going to be a professional pianist when he grew up. Sarah didn’t yet know what she was going to be, other than someone very, very important.




  Sarah put out her hand. ‘Let me see yours.’




  He obliged and she looked closely at his pencilled workings.




  ‘Look, this is where you went wrong.’




  Their heads close together, hers brown and his fair, she demonstrated how to multiply the fractions. This was their last year at school together. Next year John’s parents were sending him

  to boarding school in Dublin. There he would have access to master classes at the Royal Irish Academy of Music and his promising talent could be nurtured into something magnificent. Mrs Delaney

  often said that her son was meant for great things. But that wouldn’t stop Sarah from missing him terribly. The weekends would be the worst. No tennis at the park or wheelies on Whitfield

  Road. Just the thought of John going away was enough to make Sarah feel desperately lonely. She did her best to block it out.




  

     

  




  Chapter 2




  1984




  ‘Nan, I have an idea.’




  Peggy regarded her granddaughter somewhat warily. Sixteen years old now, Sarah was full of ideas, some of them feasible, all of them well beyond her years.




  ‘What is it now?’ Peggy asked with a sigh, for she found Sarah’s bright ideas draining. Peggy was seventy-four years of age and content for things to stay just as they

  were.




  ‘We should sell meat.’




  Peggy blinked. ‘Butchers sell meat, child. We’re not qualified –’




  ‘We don’t have to be,’ argued Sarah. ‘The supermarkets in the city do it – just plain things like chicken and chops, prepackaged. If we source them fresh,

  they’d keep for at least a week –’




  ‘Why would people buy meat from us?’ Peggy cut in. ‘There’s a perfectly good butchers in Kilnock.’




  ‘Nan,’ Sarah’s tone was admonishing, ‘you’ve said many a time that the butchers in Kilnock are only so-so, and that you’d buy somewhere else if you had the

  choice.’




  Peggy couldn’t disagree: the girl had quoted her verbatim. It always took her some time to warm to her granddaughter’s ideas. It had taken nearly twelve months before she’d

  agreed to the cash register. She loved it now, though, pressing the buttons and letting the machine do the adding up.




  ‘I’ll think about it,’ she promised. ‘Now, time to close shop.’




  Sarah took her cue and walked over to the door. She flipped the sign around so it read CLOSED. The sun, low in the sky, streamed in through the glass panes and outlined her profile: the soft

  fall of her hair, the roundness of her breasts, her long flat thighs. Peggy, watching on, felt momentarily out of her depth. The child that she had reared was totally gone, replaced by this young

  woman. How was she to guide her? Ensure that she made the right decisions? Make certain that she was strong enough to take life’s blows? And that she knew right from wrong by today’s

  standards? Sarah was the spitting image of her mother and that worried Peggy the most.




  God help us all, I hope Sarah doesn’t end up having the same problems as Kathleen, Peggy prayed, not for the first time.




  John’s fingers struck the keys, leaving a trail of loud, crashing chords. Sarah stood by the doorway, unnoticed. She didn’t know the name of the piece, she knew

  very little about classical music, but she loved to watch John play. The way he hunched over the piano. The way he bobbed his fair head to herald a change in the tempo. The way his long elegant

  fingers scaled so quickly up and down the keys. During the school holidays he’d practise for hours and hours on end.




  ‘You’re so dedicated,’ she’d say in admiration.




  He’d shrug. ‘If I’m serious about competing, then four hours a day is the minimum I should be doing.’




  John had his sights on the RTE Musician of the Future award. He was giving himself two more years to get to the required standard.




  ‘Nineteen eighty-six, that’ll be my year to win it. Then offers will come in from all over the world.’




  ‘What about Trinity College?’ Sarah had asked. ‘I thought you were going to do a Bachelor of Music there.’




  ‘Mum’s idea!’ He’d thrown his eyes to heaven. ‘She wants me close to home so she can keep her beady eye on me.’




  John finished the piece softly, his foot pressing on the pedal to mute the sound, his head hanging as his fingers eased out the last chord.




  ‘Bravo!’ Sarah clapped and he looked around with surprise.




  ‘I aim to please.’ His face, with its summer tan, broke into a smile.




  ‘Welcome home.’




  John had spent the first few weeks of summer on a student exchange in France.




  ‘Merci,’ he replied.




  ‘How was it?’ she asked.




  ‘Magnifique!’




  Sarah came further into the room. Plush with rich red curtains and swirly patterned carpet, it was very different to her grandmother’s plain front room.




  ‘Play me something I know,’ she said, standing behind him.




  He immediately launched into ‘Karma Chameleon’.




  Laughing, Sarah clapped her hands over her ears. ‘Anything but that.’




  Without a second’s thought he switched to ‘Red Red Wine’.




  ‘Better,’ she said when he looked to her for approval.




  He lolled his head, pretending to be drunk.




  Sarah giggled, glad he was home and that she had her friend back.




  ‘You make a very believable drunk,’ she told him.




  He grinned. ‘The best thing about the trip to France was the wine. The family had it every night – kids and all – it was like water to them.’




  ‘Really?’ asked Sarah, her eyes wide.




  ‘Yeah,’ he replied. ‘I got to like it. You should try some.’




  The thought occurred to them both at the same time.




  ‘Tonight?’ he suggested.




  She nodded. They didn’t have to agree on a place. All their previous misdemeanours had been carried out in the same place: the park.




  That evening, when the shop had closed, Sarah went upstairs to her bedroom. A small box-shaped room, its décor was depressingly old-fashioned. The walls were covered in

  floral paper and the floor in a plain green carpet. Redecorating hadn’t been one of the ideas she’d managed to sell to her grandmother just yet.




  Sarah surveyed the meagre contents of her wardrobe. Money was tight, the profits from the shop providing only just enough to pay the bills, with little left over to spend on clothes. She slipped

  on her only pair of jeans. Standing in her bra, she tried to decide between a plain white T-shirt and a fluorescent pink one.




  Which would John like?




  She startled at the thought.




  Why would I dress to please John?




  Confused, she put on the one she thought he would like the least: the bright pink. She surveyed herself in the mirror as she brushed her long, unfashionably straight hair. Several of the girls

  in Kilnock Secondary School had perms. Her grandmother had nearly fainted when she’d said she’d like one too.




  ‘Are you gone mad? Your beautiful hair would be ruined with a perm.’




  Sarah sighed and wished that Peggy wasn’t so set in her ways. Wished that she had a mother closer to her age and able to understand things like fashion. Wished that she possessed a pair of

  big hoop earrings to make her outfit look a little more with it.




  ‘I’m off to see John,’ she called out as she descended the narrow stairs.




  ‘Don’t stay out too late,’ her grandmother called back.




  John was like family. Peggy wouldn’t have been quite so casual if it had been another boy that Sarah was going to see.




  Sarah crossed over the road towards the park. The freshly mowed grass stuck to her sandals. John was on the far side of the oak tree, sitting under a canopy of leaves and acorns. He wore faded

  jeans and a black T-shirt. His fair hair was tousled with gel and his navy-blue eyes were strangely unnerving as they smiled at her.




  ‘Do you think your mam and dad will notice?’ she asked, eyeing the bottle of red wine in his hand.




  ‘Nah,’ he replied. ‘Sure, they have tons of bottles in the cellar – and if they did notice one missing, they’d only think Granda was up to his usual

  tricks.’




  John’s grandfather lived in the room over the pub, whilst the rest of the family lived in the adjacent bungalow. Granda Delaney, very fond of the bottle, often couldn’t resist having

  so much temptation so close at hand.




  Sarah kneeled down on the grass and sat back on her heels. She glanced surreptitiously in John’s direction. It wasn’t only the tan, or the gel in his hair, or his new clothes. He was

  different. What was the word? Sophisticated? Yes, he was more sophisticated. She felt as though he was someone she didn’t know all that well. Which was ridiculous!




  ‘Do you want to uncork it?’ he asked, totally unaware of her feelings.




  She nodded. ‘You’ll have to show me how.’




  He handed her the corkscrew.




  ‘Okay, first peel off the covering . . . Now stick the screw in . . . Keep turning it . . . that’s right . . . now pull.’




  Sarah pulled but the cork remained stubbornly in place.




  She felt his arms come around her, the heat of his body against her back, the flexing of his muscles as he pulled with all his might. The cork popped and the bottle jerked, spilling some of its

  contents on Sarah’s jeans.




  ‘Sorry,’ he said, mopping the angry splash of red with his handkerchief.




  ‘Did you bring glasses?’ she asked, feeling very unsettled by the sensation of his hand on her thigh.




  ‘No – we’ll have to swig from the bottle.’




  The wine tasted heavy and sweet. They took turns with the bottle while John recounted the finer details of his stay in France.




  ‘There are four kids in the family – Pierre is the second oldest. They live in Brittany, in the countryside . . . a bigger village than this. Pierre’s mum and dad are really

  cool. They play loud music . . . drive really fast . . .’




  John didn’t say that Pierre’s parents were worlds away from his own: he didn’t need to spell out the obvious. Joe and Mary Delaney were both nudging sixty. Their marriage, and

  John, had come late in life. Their life revolved around the pub and Mary’s aspirations for her son.




  Sarah drank some more wine. She felt light-headed. But happy.




  ‘Summer holidays are boring without you around,’ she told him.




  ‘Ditto,’ he replied.




  ‘You’ve just been to France, you idiot. You can’t have been bored.’




  He shrugged. ‘I missed you.’




  He stared down at the ground and Sarah sensed a change in his mood. She wished she could see his eyes.




  They were mostly silent for the next half-hour as they passed the bottle to and fro. Dusk fell steadily and everything but John lost focus for Sarah. Her feelings puzzled her. This was her

  friend. She had played with him, grown up with him. Why was her heart thumping like this?




  ‘This feels different,’ he said, reading her thoughts.




  She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.




  His hand reached through the dusk and touched her cheek.




  ‘Can I kiss you?’




  She scanned his shadowed face, the new chiselled lines to his cheekbones, the hair on his jaw that would eventually need to be shaved. Her childhood friend was gone. This was someone else: a

  grown-up stranger. And she wanted nothing more than to kiss him.




  His lips were soft and tentative and warm. He tasted like red wine. Intoxicating. She clasped her arms around his neck and it seemed easier to lie back in the grass than to stay sitting. The

  heaviness of his body pressed her shoulder blades into the ground. She could feel his heart beat. She could smell the fresh grass and the citrus scent of what must have been his aftershave.




  ‘Sarah! Sarah!’




  The voice pushed them apart. It was Peggy, calling from the shop door.




  ‘I have to go,’ Sarah whispered, straightening her T-shirt.




  John nodded.




  Unsteady, she got to her feet.




  ‘See you tomorrow,’ he said.




  She ran across the park and called ahead to her grandmother.




  ‘I’m here. I’ll just lock up the yard before I come in.’




  Thankfully, Peggy went back inside. Sarah darted around the back and made much ado about bolting the gate.




  Then she stole in through the shop and up the stairs.




  ‘Goodnight, Nan,’ she called down from the landing.




  Once inside her room, she had a long look at herself in the mirror. Her hair was askew, her cheeks pink, and her jeans a mess of red wine and grass stains. Her lips were the biggest giveaway.

  They looked bigger than usual. Stung.




  Thank God Nan didn’t see me!




  Sarah got ready for bed. She washed at the basin, brushed her teeth and imagined John doing the same across the road. When she finished brushing her hair, she picked up the picture frame that

  had pride of place on her dresser. The black and white photograph was of a bashful groom and a slip-of-a-thing bride.




  ‘Is this how you felt when you first kissed Dad?’ she asked her mother’s image.




  As usual, an answer wasn’t forthcoming and Sarah was left to work things out on her own. She set down the frame and climbed into bed. The mattress creaked as she leaned over to turn off

  the lamp. She lay wide-eyed in the pitch black. Her heart was still thumping, her lips still tingling. Her first kiss. How perfectly right that it had been with John. She’d never ever forget

  this night. This happy confused feeling.




  

     

  




  Chapter 3




  1986




  ‘Well, Sarah, today’s the big day,’ Mrs Fahey announced in a dramatic tone. ‘What time are you expecting the results to be out?’




  ‘We’re to go to the school around eleven.’




  Sarah felt sick at the thought. Five years of study would soon culminate in a single sheet of paper: her Leaving Certificate results.




  ‘Best keep busy till then,’ was the older woman’s recommendation. ‘Now, twelve pounds fifty, did you say? Would you mind putting it in the book for me?’




  ‘No, not at all.’




  Sarah took out the red book from under the counter. Mrs Fahey’s account already had eighty pounds owing. Her husband was out of work.




  ‘He’s still drawing the dole,’ Mrs Fahey looked embarrassed, ‘and it isn’t enough to keep up with the bills. Please God, there’ll be more work around after

  the holidays.’




  She didn’t sound at all convincing. Her husband, unskilled and on the wrong side of fifty, had slim chance of finding work with the record levels of unemployment in Ireland. She knew that,

  and so did everybody else.




  After Mrs Fahey’s departure, Sarah flicked through the book of debtors. The total amount owing was higher than it had ever been. Some of the balances were unrecoverable.




  Peggy, using a newly acquired and much detested walking stick, hobbled in from the back.




  ‘Another one on the book?’ she asked when she saw what Sarah was reading.




  ‘Yes.’




  Peggy tutted. ‘I’ll have to start refusing credit, else we’ll be put out of business.’




  It was an idle threat. Sarah knew that her grandmother would rather shut up shop than take a hard line with her long-standing customers.




  We need to make our profits bigger, Sarah thought, so that the bad debts are easier to absorb.




  She glanced at Peggy. The old woman looked weary and irritable. It was clearly not the right time to have a discussion about profits.




  Sarah arrived at the school at ten minutes to eleven. Most of her old class were already there, waiting. The confident girls looked nervous, the nonchalant girls tense. There

  was no getting away from the fact that this was one of the most important days of their lives.




  ‘Sarah! Over here!’




  A short girl with bouncing dark curls waved furiously. Nuala Kelly was a relative newcomer to the school, having joined at the start of sixth year. Her father worked for the Bank of Ireland and

  had relocated his family from Dublin to Cork as a result of a promotion. On her first day at Kilnock Secondary School, Nuala had promptly decided that Sarah Ryan was going to be her new best

  friend. Nuala hated physical exercise of any form and couldn’t keep quiet for more than five seconds, but she wasn’t at all fazed by the fact that her new friend’s personality was

  so different to her own. For her part, Sarah was glad that Nuala had insisted on being her friend. She had other friends in her class, but they were superficial girls who were happy to talk only

  about themselves and didn’t notice how little Sarah revealed. By contrast, Nuala demanded to know every detail of Sarah’s life. She’d invited herself to see the shop. She’d

  chatted away to Peggy as if she’d known her all her life. And, when she’d met John on one of his school breaks, she’d immediately guessed he was something more than the

  boy-next-door.




  ‘He’s your boyfriend, isn’t he?’




  ‘Well . . .’ Sarah had hedged.




  ‘Oh, come on. I’m not a fool. The kitchen crackled with chemistry the minute he came in!’




  Sarah was alarmed. ‘Oh my God! I hope it’s not that obvious. My grandmother . . .’




  Nuala smiled slyly. ‘Don’t worry. I’m saying it was obvious to me, that’s all. Anyway, what’s with all the secrecy?’




  ‘For a start, his mother wouldn’t approve,’ Sarah replied with a grimace. ‘She wouldn’t like to think of her son being distracted from his music studies. Least of

  all by me! She sees herself as a cut above everyone else in the village.’




  ‘But you don’t need to keep it from your grandmother, do you?’




  ‘It makes things easier,’ Sarah shrugged. ‘Being friends means more freedom. We can go to the park and Nan doesn’t watch the clock . . . doesn’t worry.’




  ‘Does she have reason to worry?’ Nuala asked astutely. ‘What do you get up to at the park?’




  Sarah blushed. ‘Kissing, that’s all.’




  ‘You’ve gone all red.’




  ‘Thanks for pointing out the obvious.’




  ‘So you only see John during school holidays?’




  ‘Yes. And we write to each other while he’s away. Every week.’




  Sarah smiled at the thought of John’s letters. They were almost as good as having him next to her, talking. In some ways, even better. With letters there were no silences. No inhibitions.

  John told her everything, about the antics of the boys at the school, how much he loved the master classes at the academy, and how much he missed holding her.




  ‘God, you have it bad for him, don’t you?’ Nuala remarked.




  It was true, Sarah did have it bad. She thought about him all the time, and when he was home it was as if her body was on tenterhooks, aching for his next touch. She was glad that Nuala knew:

  her feelings for John were too big to keep to herself any longer.




  ‘Oh God, I’m sick with nerves!’ Nuala exclaimed when Sarah came to stand next to her in the school hall. ‘Would they ever put us out of our misery?’




  Sarah couldn’t understand Nuala’s nervousness. She had categorically decided, much to her father’s disappointment, that she’d had enough of studying and wouldn’t be

  continuing on to university. Nuala planned to join the work force, earn a decent wage and enjoy herself spending it. Her Leaving Certificate results didn’t have any bearing whatsoever on her

  plans.




  The principal’s secretary, a painfully thin woman with oversized spectacles, entered the hall and a hush fell over the girls.




  ‘Good morning.’ She bestowed them with a brisk smile. ‘Sister Stella has now compiled all of the results. When your name is called, please make your way quietly to her

  office. When you are finished, wait outside the school for your friends. Do not return to the hall. Your names will be called in alphabetical order. Angela Buckley is first . . .’




  The longest half-hour of Sarah’s life followed. Sometimes it was of benefit to have your surname towards the end of the alphabet, like when you had to read out loud in class. The bell

  would ring before the teacher reached you. Inevitably, they would start at A again the next day. Sarah dreaded reading out loud and was thankful that her surname began with R. Not

  now, though. The longer she had to wait, the more she doubted herself. There was the question in Irish that she didn’t get to finish. And the trick multiple choice answers in Physics . .

  .




  The big clock at the front of the hall edged past eleven-thirty and Sarah thought of John. He’d have his results by now. As it was impractical for him to travel to Dublin to get them in

  person, he’d been told to phone the boarding school at eleven-thirty. Was he pleased with how he’d done?




  ‘Sarah Ryan,’ called the secretary.




  ‘Good luck,’ whispered the few girls remaining.




  With trembling knees, Sarah walked towards the principal’s office. She knocked.




  ‘Come in.’




  Sister Stella was seated behind her desk, a well-worn piece of furniture that had many scratches and marks.




  ‘Sit down, Sarah.’




  Obediently, Sarah sat in the straight-backed visitor’s chair. Sister Stella smiled across at her. Then she let out a loud sneeze.




  ‘Pardon me,’ she fished a handkerchief from her pocket, ‘I seem to have picked up a summer cold.’




  She blew her nose three times, tucked the handkerchief away, sipped from a glass of water, and finally cleared her throat to read.




  ‘Mathematics: A, English: B, Chemistry: A . . .’




  A huge weight lifted from Sarah’s shoulders as she listened to the nun reel off the A’s and B’s. She didn’t need to convert the grades into points, anyone could tell that

  there was more than enough to qualify for university.




  ‘Congratulations,’ said Sister Stella at the end. ‘Your marks were the best in the school this year – an excellent result for all your hard work.’




  Rather suddenly, she stuck her arm across the desk. Surprised, Sarah extended her own. So fierce was the nun’s grip, the life was nearly squeezed out of Sarah’s hand.




  ‘Good luck with university. It’s Commerce you’re doing, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yes, Sister.’




  The nun nodded with approval. ‘You’ll be very suited to it – you have a great aptitude for mathematics, as well as good leadership qualities.’




  ‘Thank you, Sister.’




  ‘Most importantly, though, you’re a hard worker.’




  ‘Yes, Sister. Thank you, Sister.’




  Sarah went outside with the brown envelope that carried official proof of her results. Nuala came bounding over.




  ‘How did you get on?’




  ‘Good,’ Sarah beamed. ‘Very good, actually. How about you?’




  ‘Well, I passed. That’s all I wanted – so I’m happy.’




  Sarah looked across the road and saw a bus approaching.




  ‘I’d better hop on that. I have the afternoon shift at the shop.’




  ‘Okay. See you at the disco later on. What are you wearing?’




  Sarah was already running across the road. ‘I don’t know.’




  She’d been so worried about her results that she hadn’t given more than a fleeting thought to the disco that was jointly organised by the girls’ and boys’ secondary

  schools in celebration of the Leaving Certificate results. Now Sarah was excited at the thought of going. Everyone would be there. John would finally be able to put faces to all the names.




  ‘Oh, Sarah!’ Peggy had tears of pride in her eyes. ‘I knew you were worrying about nothing. And to get top of the class . . .’




  ‘I know – I can’t believe it.’




  ‘Well, you should believe it! And you should have more confidence in yourself in the future.’




  Sarah might not have been confident all along, but she was now. She suddenly couldn’t wait to go to University College Cork. Her grandmother’s shop had given her a taste for

  business, but there was so much more to learn. She would discover her niche, her career, over the next four years. It would be something to do with numbers, something that was fast-paced and

  exciting. In her mind’s eye, she could visualise herself behind a desk, speaking authoritatively into the phone, her secretary waiting on the side. She would be very important, the boss of

  the secretary and ten or twenty others. She would be fair but tough.




  ‘Did John come over while I was gone?’




  Peggy shook her head. ‘There’s not been a word from across the road.’




  ‘Do you mind if I pop over to see how he got on? I won’t be long.’




  ‘Take as long as you want, love.’




  Delaney’s pub consisted of two rooms, the bar and the lounge. Most of the patrons clustered in the bar area, sitting on backless stools and watching the horse racing on the TV set at the

  far end of the mahogany counter.




  John, wearing a white shirt and black pants, was behind the bar. He looked up when Sarah came in. His lips twisted in a smile that looked more like a grimace. She immediately began to worry.




  Sarah sat on one of the stools and watched as he angled a glass under the Guinness tap. A mixture of froth and beer oozed into the glass and he pushed back the handle when the pint glass was

  half full. Sarah wasn’t the only one watching John’s movements. Mr Glavin sat with folded arms and a critical face as the froth separated from the stout. John stacked some dirty glasses

  and, after a minute or so, returned to fill the rest of the glass. Finally, he set it down in front of the old man, who took a slug, a layer of froth sticking to his upper lip. He emitted a small

  gasp of pleasure before giving John a begrudging nod of approval.




  John, having checked along the counter to see that all his customers were content, came Sarah’s way.




  ‘Well, how did the acclaimed winner of RTE Musician of the Future do in his Leaving Certificate?’ she asked in an upbeat tone.




  John had achieved his ambition to win the prestigious competition and, after a live performance on the Late Late Show, he was somewhat of a local celebrity.




  ‘A in Music, B in French, but downhill from there – I failed Chemistry.’




  All the practising for the competition had obviously taken its toll.




  She made a sympathetic face. ‘Well, good thing you didn’t want to go to Trinity.’




  ‘It would have been nice to at least have had the option,’ he said sharply. Then he added in a softer tone, ‘How did you get on?’




  ‘Five A’s and two B’s.’




  ‘Congratulations.’ His voice was hollow.




  ‘Come on, John,’ she said, trying to coax him back to his usual positive self. ‘You were practising for the competition – you won the competition, for God’s

  sake.’




  ‘I still feel dumb.’




  ‘Don’t!’




  ‘It’s embarrassing, not getting good enough marks for Trinity.’




  ‘You’d no intention of ever going to Trinity! You’re going to use the RTE grant to study in Paris, remember? The great Cécile Marcel invited you personally, and

  I’m sure she couldn’t care less about your Chemistry marks!’




  One of the customers cleared his throat, letting John know that his services were needed.




  ‘Do you think your dad will drive us to the disco tonight?’ Sarah asked as she stood up.




  ‘I’m not in the mood to go – sorry.’ And with that, he walked away.




  Sarah felt hurt.




  He’s just disappointed, that’s all, she told herself as she crossed the street to the shop.




  In the end it was Mr Fahey who gave Sarah a lift to Kilnock.




  ‘I’ve scored some bouncer work for the night,’ he said, looking as proud as if he’d found himself a full-time job. ‘I’ve never done it before, but I’m

  sure there’s nothing to it.’




  He was shorter than Sarah and of a slight build. She doubted that he had the mettle to handle a swarm of drunken teenagers. She hoped he’d be all right.




  ‘I’ll be leaving at two-thirty,’ he told her as he locked the door of his car. ‘Be back here by then if you want a lift home.’




  Sarah headed towards the pub across the road where she knew she’d find her school friends. The air inside was thick with smoke. She blinked, her eyes watering.




  ‘Sarah!’ She felt a heavy arm sling across her shoulders. ‘I heard you’re the star of your school.’




  She turned around to see Daniel Fox, his good-looking face distorted with the effects of alcohol.




  ‘I did okay,’ she said warily. ‘How about you?’




  ‘Failed Maths and Irish,’ he replied, sounding bizarrely proud.




  She nodded because he looked as if he didn’t need her to commiserate.




  ‘There’s Nuala,’ she said, seeing her friend. ‘See ya.’




  ‘Ah, there you go again,’ he called after her. ‘Snobby Sarah Ryan – too good to talk to someone like me.’




  Sarah ignored him and pushed her way through the crowd.




  ‘What were you talking to Daniel about?’ Nuala whispered urgently. She’d had a crush on Daniel for months now but couldn’t get him to notice her.




  ‘He failed Maths and Irish,’ Sarah replied matter-of-factly. ‘I’m getting a drink. Do you want anything?’




  It took ages to get served at the bar and Sarah spilt half the drinks on the way back. She stood next to Nuala. Waves of conversation and laughter rose and fell around her. The cigarette smoke

  cast a haze over the talking, laughing faces. She felt strangely detached. Like she didn’t really belong. Like she should be somewhere else. With John. Then she became annoyed with herself.

  Why couldn’t she have a good time without him?




  The dance hall was a basketball court by day. Rotating lights, extra seating and a cocky DJ were all that was needed to convert it into quite a convincing discotheque: you just

  had to remember not to look at the blue and yellow lines on the floor. Alcohol was not allowed, the admission fee was five pounds, and it cost ten pence to put your coat in the cloakroom.




  Nuala was determined to hang on in the pub for as long as possible, though. ‘There’ll be nobody on the dance floor yet,’ she declared. ‘Better to arrive when it’s

  really going. Make an entrance.’




  The bar staff eventually rang the bell for last orders and Nuala decided it was time to make their ‘entrance’. They left the pub and walked uphill to the hall. A breeze blew against

  them, soft and pure after the heavy smoke in the pub. The sky was a canvas of stars. Nuala was mildly drunk, Sarah cold sober.




  In the foyer of the hall, they were passed by Mr Fahey, a determined look on his face, a head of dark hair locked under his arm. Sarah said hello before dropping her eyes to see who he was

  removing from the premises.




  ‘Daniel?’




  Daniel, through no will of his own, disappeared outside. Nuala spun on her heel and ran after him. Sarah felt obliged to go too.




  ‘Daniel! Are you all right?’




  Freed from Mr Fahey’s grip and bent over at the waist, Daniel didn’t respond.




  Nuala glared at the bouncer responsible for removing the one boy she had wanted to impress that night.




  ‘You’ve no right to throw him out, none at all!’




  Daniel started to retch and Nuala quickly changed her mind.




  ‘God, that’s disgusting,’ she said, her face screwed up with distaste as she stepped out of the way. ‘Let’s get inside, Sarah,’ she ordered, as if it had been

  all Sarah’s idea to go rushing to Daniel’s aid.




  Nuala’s good spirits were restored when she saw that the dance floor was full to capacity. Hands raised above her head, she danced her way through the crowd. Sarah followed. She tried her

  best to enjoy herself. She danced under the spinning orbs, sang along with some of the songs, and smiled on cue. But her heart wasn’t in it. She didn’t want any of the immature boys who

  asked her to dance. She wanted John.




  The last set of slow dances came on. The lights dimmed. Sarah was asked to dance: once, twice, three times. Mr Fahey was leaving at two-thirty: only forty more minutes to endure. Another boy

  sidled up and she turned him down with a shake of her head.




  ‘Crazy for You’ sounded out over the speakers. Sarah’s eyes were inexplicably drawn to the doorway. Her heart somersaulted at the sight of the tall, achingly-familiar figure

  standing there. John had come after all.




  She was instantly scared that he wouldn’t see her.




  ‘John! John!’ She pushed her way through the crowd.




  Finally they found each other and she was in his arms.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered.




  They became one of the circling couples on the dance floor. Sarah’s body moulded to his. She rested her head on his shoulder. For the first time in the entire evening she felt like she

  belonged.




  Sarah didn’t know exactly when she made up her mind. It could have been earlier in the day when she’d heard about John’s exam results and realised that Paris

  would take him much further away from her than boarding school ever had. Or maybe it was the sheer rush of love she’d felt when she saw him standing in the doorway of the disco. Or when

  he’d started to kiss her, the intensity such that it seemed imperative they find somewhere they could be alone. Somewhere along the line, she didn’t know exactly when, she made the

  heady decision that tonight was the night.




  Her hand tight in John’s, they left the hall and walked across the gravelled yard to his father’s car. She sat in the passenger seat while he took the wheel. She turned on the radio.

  Soon Kilnock’s lights were behind them, and there was much more than a dark country road in front.




  A little way from home, John turned the car into a wide gateway and switched off the headlights. A half-moon provided enough light to see his face: his sensual mouth, dark eyes and the strong

  line of his cheekbones. Sarah was rocked by another surge of love for him. Two years of dating, kissing and touching had culminated in this moment where there was only one way forward. Very sure of

  her decision, she made the first move.




  ‘Let’s get into the back.’




  The leather of the back seat was cool beneath her bare legs. She kissed him, softly at first, but soon she was carried away by his urgent response. She fell back on the seat, her legs straddling

  him as he lay on top. His kissing took on a new level of urgency as his slender fingers removed most of her clothes. The leather seat warmed, feeling much like a second skin.




  Boldly, Sarah pulled down the zip of his jeans and took him in a confident grip. She heard him moan. Wet and hot under her hand, she imagined him inside her. She touched him against her cotton

  underwear. She wanted more. No barriers at all. She moved her underwear to one side.




  ‘Sarah?’ he asked in question. They had never gone this far before.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Are you sure?’ he checked again.




  She loved him even more for that.




  ‘What about contraception?’ he asked.




  ‘It’s a safe time of the month.’




  She guided him inside her. It didn’t hurt. In fact, it was surprisingly easy, as if she was made for him.




  ‘I love you,’ she heard him murmur.




  ‘I love you too,’ she whispered in return.




  And she did. With all her heart.




  When it was all over she held him tightly and tried not to think that it was only a matter of weeks before he would be leaving for Paris.




  

     

  




  Chapter 4




  Ten weeks later




  Peggy turned around from the stove to greet Sarah as she came in the kitchen door. ‘You look pale, girl.’




  Sarah replied with the first excuse that came into her head. ‘I’ve got a touch of the flu.’




  She unwrapped her scarf and tried not to inhale the salty smell that was emanating from the pots on the stove.




  ‘Do you have a temperature?’




  ‘No. Just aches and pains.’




  ‘Don’t bother with the shop, then. I’ll cover tonight.’




  Sarah realised that she had made a tactical error. Now the old woman would be watching her like a hawk. The last thing she needed.




  ‘I’ll be fine, Nan. And you want to go to the church, don’t you?’




  All Souls’ Day held special significance for Peggy, her husband, son and daughter-in-law all needing her prayers.




  ‘Yes. But are you sure?’




  ‘I’m not that bad, really.’




  ‘Do you have much homework to do?’




  Sarah had explained several times that students were given assignments, not homework. This time she let it pass without correction.




  ‘No.’




  Peggy finished at the stove and turned around with a plateful of steaming food.




  ‘Here’s your dinner. A good feed will make you feel better.’




  The sight of the jacket potatoes, cabbage and ham was enough to make Sarah want to throw up. The bell sounded from the shop. A customer.




  ‘I’ll get it.’




  She darted away from the kitchen, its smells, and her grandmother’s sharp eyes.




  The shop was quiet; most of the villagers were at the vigil mass. Sarah opened her Economics book and tried to study. The words made no sense. How could she possibly

  concentrate when she had so much else on her mind?




  The door opened.




  ‘Good evening, Mrs Delaney.’




  ‘Sarah.’




  Over the years John’s mother had perfected the disapproving tone she used when speaking to Sarah. She had her suspicions that the girl was more than just her son’s friend. Friend or

  girlfriend, she used every opportunity to make it clear that Sarah didn’t meet the standard. One day John would play to audiences all over the world. Beautiful women from privileged families

  would be wooed by his genius and charisma. It would be a travesty if he was tied down to the girl next door.




  ‘Do you have any meat left?’




  ‘Plenty – have a look in the fridge.’




  Mrs Delaney, her lips pursed together, assessed the contents of the fridge. Her thin face, under a head of roller curls, wore a perpetual look of dissatisfaction.




  ‘Are you sure it’s fresh?’




  ‘Like it’s just off the farm,’ Sarah answered airily.




  With a reluctance that suggested she had no alternative, Mrs Delaney selected some chicken breast. She picked up a packet of cream biscuits on the way to the counter and Sarah entered the items

  on the cash register.




  ‘Is that everything?’




  Mrs Delaney nodded. Then, with calculated nonchalance, she announced, ‘I believe John has found himself a nice French girlfriend.’




  Sarah felt the nausea that she had been holding down all day rise in her throat.




  ‘I got a letter from him today. Vanessa is her name.’




  Sarah pressed down hard on the TOTAL button and the cash drawer came flying out.




  ‘I’ll put it on your account,’ she mumbled and rose from her stool. ‘Excuse me.’




  Somehow she made it through the shop and into the kitchen. She hurled herself over the sink and heaved thick yellow bile over the shiny stainless steel. She wanted to die.




  Peggy shuffled into Sarah’s bedroom. ‘Here’s a cup of hot lemon for you.’




  ‘Thanks, Nan.’




  Peggy studied her granddaughter closely. Too closely.




  ‘You look very peaky. Will I call Dr O’Mahony?’




  ‘No,’ Sarah said in as firm a voice as she could manage. ‘There’s nothing he can give me for the flu. I just have to sweat it out.’




  ‘I suppose you’re right,’ Peggy conceded. ‘Any road, let’s see how you’re feeling in the morning. Goodnight, love.’




  ‘Night, Nan.’




  Peggy closed the door softly behind her. Sarah, ignoring the cup of hot lemon on the bedside, propped herself up against the pillows. She hugged her arms around her knees.




  ‘John and Vanessa,’ she said, trying to make herself believe it.




  ‘John and Vanessa,’ she repeated, louder.




  He had every right to see someone else, didn’t he? Hadn’t he said that they were too young to tie each other down, that they should use the time apart to spread their wings, see what

  life was about? Sarah had agreed at the time. It had sounded like a worldly approach. But she hadn’t known then that in a matter of weeks he would meet a girl worthy of mentioning in a letter

  to his mother. And of course she’d absolutely no idea that as they hugged goodbye she was already two weeks pregnant with his baby.




  ‘You are so stupid, Sarah Ryan. So stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid.’




  Yes, it had been a ‘safe time of the month’ when she and John had first made love. Their downfall was that they had done it again the following week, when it was not safe. After that

  they’d used condoms, blissfully unaware that it was already too late.




  She’d played with fire. And got burned. Now, as far as she could see, she had two choices. Tell John. He would come back, robbed of his scholarship and the chance to spread his wings.

  Don’t tell John. Wipe out the mistake. Start a new, wiser, page.




  Sarah’s hand touched her stomach, slightly rounded, its usual shape. The baby was nothing more than a tiny jelly bean. It wouldn’t know.




  Nuala was the kind of girl who thrived on a crisis.




  ‘There’s a place in town that will tell you where to go in England,’ she said knowledgeably.




  Sarah nodded, relieved that her friend knew what to do.




  ‘I’ll go with you to the appointment,’ Nuala offered. ‘In Cork, I mean – I wouldn’t have the money to go to England.’




  ‘How much will it cost?’ Sarah asked, not having thought of the financial implications until now.




  ‘About a thousand pounds – or so I’ve heard. Where will you get it?’




  Sarah sighed raggedly. ‘I suppose I’ll have to tell Nan that I need extra money for tuition fees.’




  Nuala shook her head slowly. ‘Jesus, I never thought that someone like you would get into this situation. You’re usually so sensible . . .’
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