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  For Paula Dunne




  Do Paula




  

    Ar an margadh cheannaigh tusa cruach eochraca




    is póca síolta, cheannaigh mise baclainn fhocal.


  




  

    Agus An Chearnóg á trasnú againn d’éirigh stoirm ach sheas muid an fód gur ghlan an spéir.


  




  

    Ar shroichint an bhaile dúinn chuir tusa do shíolta,




    líon an teach le ceol. Chruthaigh mise an leabhar seo.


  




  

    

      Oscail é agus tiocfaidh tú ar fhocail




      a cheiliúrann ár n-aistear, mín agus garbh.


    


  




  

    Breathnaigh amach gach maidin go bhfeice tu iomad




    bláthanna, is cuma cé chomh dorcha an oíche aréir.


  




  

    

      

        

          

            

			   

            

			   

            

					   

            

						   

            

			   

            

              

                

                  Celia de Fréine


                


              


			                  


              


            
            


              


          


        


      


    


  


              


          


        


      


    


  




  

  

            

			   

            





  

    For Paula


          




        


      


    


  


  

    At the market you bought a stack of clefs




    and a pocket of seeds, I an armful of words.


  




  

    As we crossed The Square a storm arose




    but we held firm till the skies had cleared.


  




  

    When we got home you planted your seeds,




    filled your house with music. I crafted this book.


  




  

    Open it and you’ll find words that celebrat




    our journey rough and smooth.


  




  

    Look out each morning and see a variety




    of flowers, no matter how dark the night before.


  




  


 





  November, 1999




  THREE O’CLOCK, SHARP. A murky, steel-grey afternoon. Skies with one foot firmly across winter’s threshold.




  ‘You ready?’ Julia asks.




  Lucy nods. ‘Yeah. I’m ready.’




  ‘Bundle up.’ Julia winds a scarf around her neck, pulls on her gloves. ‘It looks chilly out there.’




  Lucy turns up her collar, shoves her hands into the pockets of her coat. ‘I’m fine. Let’s go.’




  Julia begins to make her way towards the door.




  ‘Wait.’




  She turns. Her eyes search Lucy’s. ‘What is it?’ For a moment, her expression is animated, hopeful.




  ‘I’m glad you’re with me.’




  Julia reaches out, touches the younger woman’s face with her fingers. ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way,’ she says.




  Lucy nods. ‘Well, just so you know.’




  ‘Yes. I do.’ Julia seems about to say something. Then she stops, smiles instead.




  ‘You lead; I’ll follow.’ Lucy gestures towards the exit.




  Julia turns and walks towards the door of the terminal building. She looks straight ahead; her stride is purposeful.




  She will not look back.




  

    The car is waiting for them as they come out of the arrivals terminal. The driver is short, stocky, a corduroy cap pulled down low across his eyes. His hands look bulky in

    faded sheepskin gloves. As Julia and Lucy approach, he moves away from the half-open driver’s door where he’s been standing, sheltering from the cold. ‘Mrs Delaney?’ he

    says.


  




  Lucy nods. ‘Yes. And this is my . . . sister, Julia Seymour.’




  He tips the peak of his cap at both of them. His round glasses make him look owlish. Julia can’t see his eyes properly – the lenses are glinting in the low winter sunshine. The

  effect is disconcerting.




  ‘I am Bernard,’ he says, smiling. ‘Your escort. My mother was a great theatre-goer. I am named after your Mr Shaw.’ He holds out both hands to Julia. ‘Please, let

  me take that for you.’




  And she hands him her rucksack.




  


 





  PART ONE




  Ten Years Later




  


 





  Julia




  JULIA STEPS INTO the porch and closes the outer door behind her, pushing the handle upwards into the locked position. The darkness of the October night

  is thick and heavy and she turns her back to it with relief. Even the street lamps can’t cope: they’re haloed in grainy mist, their light a yellowed and sickly one. She struggles with

  her keys and the lock for a good minute before becoming exasperated. ‘Oh, come on, come on, will you,’ she says aloud, and eventually manages to elbow open the front door. As she

  does so, she drops some of the carrier bags that have deadened her fingers. Their contents spill out all over the hall floor.




  She kicks them out of the way as the alarm starts beeping: an aggressive sound, its shrillness feeling like an assault. She jabs at the numbers on the keypad and then puts on all the lights

  whose switches she can reach. The porch, the hall, the upstairs landing. Only then does she exhale and lock the front door behind her. She is hardly aware that she’s been holding her breath:

  she’s been doing it so much lately that she has ceased to notice.




  She bends down now and sweeps the bags over towards the bottom of the stairs, murmuring to herself as she does so. ‘Just five more hours,’ she says. ‘Keep it together, Julia.

  Keep it going. We’re nearly there.’ She places her bunch of keys on the low table that rests to the left of the banister. There used to be a small dish here, its enamelled surface

  glowing cobalt blue and emerald green, drawing her deep into the memories of a childhood seascape. It has held her keys for almost thirty years. But now it is packed away, wrapped carefully in

  smooth plastic sheeting, criss-crossed with duct tape. Julia is determined that it will not get damaged. Her footsteps echo as she walks down the hallway towards the kitchen. Already, she thinks,

  her energy has been filtered out of this place. This place: this solid and comforting house, which has been her home for three decades and a little more.




  Halfway down the hall she pushes open the door into a downstairs office. The desk is bare, the laptop already packed away. She’s left most of her books on the shelves that line three of

  the walls. Her old medical texts, side by side with fiction and poetry; the odd gardening manual. And the coffee-table books full of lush photographs of art and architecture, a recent twin passion.

  She can see their familiar shapes in the light that oozes in from the hallway. Some of these volumes will interest Melissa or William, some of them will interest both. Julia grimaces as she

  imagines an unlikely scene: the two of them, slugging it out over their favourite titles. She reaches to her right and switches on the desk lamp. Its glass shade fires up opalescent, the light

  spilling onto the telephone below. She sees that the tiny red oval of the answering machine is flashing. She frowns and considers for a second the option of not listening to it, but curiosity gets

  the better of her. She presses ‘play’.




  ‘Mum, it’s me. It’s nine o’clock on Monday night?’ Melissa’s words have their usual interrogative edge, their usual ragged emphases. They imply that Julia has

  no business not being at home when her only child phones. It’s late, Julia hears; far too late for you to be out. Where are you, Mother? And then, just below the

  surface: Where are you ever when I need you? Melissa’s is a voice that is already disappointed, already tired of life. ‘Derek and I are invited out to dinner on

  Saturday,’ she goes on, ‘and Chloe – my babysitter – is sick. I know you’re probably busy with William, but I just wondered, if you have nothing else planned, could

  you stay with Jamie and Susie?’ And then, as an afterthought: ‘Please? Give me a call when you pick this up.’




  Julia stands by the desk for a moment. She plays the message again and shakes her head at all the grievances in the undertow of her daughter’s words. Then she erases it, switches off the

  lamp on the desk and makes her way towards the door. As she does so, the telephone rings, making her jump. It sounds much louder tonight than it normally does. She breathes deeply and stands very

  still in the darkness, one hand on the door frame, the other resting at the base of her throat, as though warding off attack. Fight or flight, she thinks suddenly, as she feels the adrenaline

  coursing through her. Its startled, tingling rush makes her hot, and the top of her head begins to pound.




  ‘Julia? William here. Tried your mobile earlier, but no luck.’ Cheerful, loving Will. ‘I’m heading out now for a pint with Jack, so I’ll call you in the morning.

  Hope all is well. You’re a bit hard to catch! Anyway, shout if you need me. You know where I am.’ And then, after a short pause: ‘Love you.’




  Julia hesitates for a moment, then steps out into the hall and almost closes the door behind her. But she keeps holding on to it; indecision is etched into her features. She runs one hand

  through her hair, feeling all over again how unruly it has become. She keeps forgetting that she’s been letting it grow, leaving it untamed for all these months. She knows that this change

  puzzles William, although he never says. She also knows that it angers Melissa, who does say. But it is not for discussion. Julia shakes her head. ‘Leave it, you have to leave it,’ she

  says aloud, and wrenches her hand away from the doorknob, as though it has suddenly become too hot to handle.




  She walks towards the breakfast room and pushes open the door, carefully. Tinkerbelle is inside, in her usual position. Her solid black-and-white and elderly body lies across the saddle, waiting

  for Julia’s return. Like an old-fashioned draught excluder, William had once exclaimed, laughing, and Julia feels that that is exactly right. She pushes against the door again and can feel

  the cat moving, can hear the purring begin. Julia could swear that she knows something: the cat has clung to her every night for the past couple of weeks, the clear greenish eyes shadowed and

  anxious.




  ‘I should change your name,’ she says now, leaning down to stroke Tinkerbelle, just as she begins to insinuate herself around Julia’s ankles. ‘Clinging just like ivy,

  aren’t you? How’d you fancy being called after a weed?’ She moves from the breakfast room into the kitchen on the right and fills the cat’s bowl with water. She pulls open

  the fridge door and Tinker-belle’s tail shoots up. All the fur on her body seems to stand to attention. ‘What have we here?’ Julia soothes, pulling some tinfoil parcels off the

  shelves. ‘Not a whole lot, Tinky, because tonight’s the night. Eh, puss? Tonight’s the night.’




  She mixes some leftover roast chicken with dry cat food and smothers the lot in cold gravy. Then she turns the small jug upside down so that Tinkerbelle can see. ‘All gone,’ she

  says. The cat checks to make sure and then loses interest. She’s agitating for the bowl in Julia’s hands. Julia sets it down by the back door, just beside the cat flap.

  ‘Enjoy,’ she says, scratching the hard little bone of cat-head that lies between the silky triangles of her ears. ‘Last supper, Tinky-Wink. Eat like there’s no

  tomorrow.’




  Julia stands up and moves briskly back towards the breakfast-room door. No point in lingering. She switches off the light and steps back into the hall. She bends down and gathers up the carrier

  bags that she has abandoned earlier.




  Quickly she scoops their contents back into them again, almost without looking. Then she starts to climb the stairs.




  Once inside her bedroom Julia draws the curtains, making sure to shut out the night. There is one medium-sized wheelie-bag on the bed, a rucksack and a bulging laptop case. She upends each of

  the carrier bags onto the duvet. Six white T-shirts fall out, six black. Then two pairs of black chinos; two pairs of beige. Two pairs of jeans. Two pairs of casual shoes. Underwear; socks;

  sunblock: Factor 50.




  She folds the clothes quickly and places them in the wheelie-bag, on top of the sweaters, her black bag, a half-dozen books. She closes the zip and secures it with a small combination lock. Then

  she hefts it off the bed and out onto the landing, where she leaves it at the top of the stairs. She comes back into the bedroom and decides to test the rucksack, heaving it up on her shoulders,

  trying for balance and a more comfortable distribution of weight.




  As Julia does so, she catches sight of someone in the long mirror that stands in the corner of her bedroom. She freezes. So does the image. At first, she doesn’t recognize herself. She has

  been avoiding her own reflection, she realizes, for some time now. She sees a tall figure – very tall, for a woman: almost six feet – in blue jeans and a navy sweater. Her hair tumbles

  to her shoulders in a great mass of grey waves. Her eyes are blue, clear, somewhat startled in a face that looks suddenly paler – almost greying, to match her hair. Julia has never lost her

  rangy shape: her body has that strong, wiry substance that never runs to fat. She could pass for much younger than her almost sixty years, as she well knows, but that is no longer relevant.




  She shrugs off the rucksack now and places it beside the bag on the landing. She pulls a piece of paper out of the back pocket of her jeans and smoothes it with the palm of one hand. ‘Check,’ she says, and ‘check’ again, her index finger moving quickly along the neatly printed items. The list complete, she crumples the paper in her hand and tosses it

  into the wastepaper basket beside the mirror. Then, suddenly realizing, she takes it out again and shoves it into the back pocket of her jeans. She meets her reflection once more as she straightens

  up, and it gives her pause. She looks into her own blue eyes, clarity meeting clarity, focus meeting focus.




  ‘We’re sure about this, Julia, aren’t we?’ she says. ‘Very sure?’ The reflection nods and Julia draws herself up to her full height, shoulders back.

  ‘Good girl,’ she says. ‘Now let’s get on with it. Once more with feeling.’




  She pulls open the double doors of her wardrobe. Inside is empty, apart from three pieces of clothing shrouded in see-through flimsy plastic, their dry-cleaning tags still attached. They are the

  only outfits that Julia hasn’t been able to give away to charity. She has distributed the rest of her belongings carefully, seeking out those shops that are furthest from where she lives,

  where she’s always lived. In the circumstances, she’d thought it best that her cast-offs not be flaunted around her home neighbourhood like some sort of rebuke. Melissa might object.

  And it might be the most unforgivable thing that Julia could do to her.




  The pieces that remain hanging in the wardrobe are not there because of any misplaced sentiment, either. Julia feels very firm about that. It’s not that she’s wanted to hold onto

  them. It’s just that she hasn’t been able to decide what is the best thing, the right thing, to do with them. She has fretted over her inability to decide this most simple of issues,

  worries that it might be more significant than it seems. Anyway, it’s too late now. Melissa will probably be furious with her for leaving them – but then, her daughter will be furious

  with her anyway. And Melissa has admired these pieces again recently, in a way that made Julia think that she was hinting at ownership. She had run her hands over the silk dress, looked

  wistful over the cashmere suit. Her face had filled with an expression that looked like admiration, but the twin children of resentment and covetousness had lurked beneath the surface. Julia had

  almost heard them whine.




  Melissa’s life has turned out to be not as wealthy as she might have wished. Julia knows this, feels it in her bones and knows, too, that she is somehow held responsible. Another

  failure. Another thing she didn’t teach her daughter. A piece of knowledge she’d kept to herself: how to snare a rich husband. Julia sighs and moves the clothes along the rail. So, let

  her have them if she wants them. She no longer knows – if she ever has – what makes her daughter happy. The gold, crushed-silk dress, the sequinned jacket, the ruinously expensive

  trouser suit that she had worn to Melissa’s wedding: perhaps they would please her. They will all suit her, Julia is certain of that. They are the same height, of similar build, and the one

  thing Melissa has always approved of is her mother’s taste in clothes. At least, she has approved of the taste that her mother once had in clothes: not any longer.




  The remaining loose hangers sway gently towards each other, their metal edges chinking faintly. Julia nods at them as she closes the wardrobe, pushing the doors to with extra pressure. Tonight

  of all nights, she doesn’t want them flinging open in the darkness, the fault of the catch that seems to lose its magnetism from time to time. When that happens, Julia’s heart thuds her

  into wakefulness and makes any further sleep impossible.




  She makes her way now across the landing to the other two bedrooms. All the wardrobes, cupboards and bedside tables are cleared. She still finds it strange how the absence of a few personal

  belongings here and there has immediately reduced her home to nothing more than a house. In this large and chilly spare bedroom, only ever used for visitors, there used to be an old-fashioned

  tortoiseshell hairbrush set in front of the dressing-table mirror. A small Moorcroft vase – an unloved and unloving gift from one of Julia’s aunts – had stood forever on top of

  the chest of drawers. And some fading photographs had dotted themselves around the bookshelves and the bedside tables. She would never have thought of any of these random bedroom belongings as

  being particularly significant. And so it surprises her, the way that their presence must have breathed something quietly potent into the air here, over the years. Something that is now

  missing.




  Julia is aware that she has gradually been keeping her distance from these spaces over the previous months. Nevertheless, the sudden lack of warmth in the rooms, of a sense of belonging, of

  personality, disturbs her more than she would like. Quickly she pulls both doors to, and locks them behind her.




  Back downstairs once more, she enters the room she has deliberately left until last. The living room, complete with its sprawl of couches, its squat coffee tables, its old sink-into-me armchairs

  dotted everywhere. Even the new television, the one that William had encouraged her to buy. He’d been horrified at her lack of movie education, had set about filling all the gaps. She smiles

  now, remembering. The evenings they spent together with Bette Davis, Humphrey Bogart, Katharine Hepburn – Julia has enjoyed them more, much more, than she’s been prepared to admit to

  Will. She’s loved his earnestness when he’s tried to explain how seminal some movie was, how cutting-edge for its time.




  She has left this room as it is, as it has been for the three years she and Will have been together. It is still alive, this living room. Julia can sense their presence here, can almost see William’s long outline on the sofa, her own softer shape leaning into him. And in front of the sofa is the coffee table, the ugly one belonging to Richard’s mother. She has never had

  the heart to throw it out. On its surface rests the open chessboard, already set up as though for Wednesday night’s game. The game that will never happen. Instead, she hopes that William will

  understand the message she has left him, hopes he will know that this is her way of preserving what there was – what there still is – between them. She wants, more than anything, to

  help him to understand.




  She closes the door behind her, leaving the room to its silence and its ghosts. She will not set foot in here again.




  She ascends the stairs slowly. This is the last time she will go back up these steps. After tonight, the journey is all oneway.




  She walks into her bedroom and sets the alarm on her mobile phone for two a.m. She undresses, folding the clothes carefully, draping them across the bedroom chair, ready for the morning. Then

  she slips between the cold sheets and reaches over to switch off the bedside light.




  The room is quiet. Outside, she can hear Peadar next door whistling for his dog. ‘C’mon, fella’ rises on the night air. C’mon, Oscar.’ Then: ‘Good dog’

  and the back door is closed quietly.




  Suddenly, and more quickly than she has anticipated, exhaustion overtakes her. Julia is glad of its ambush: she can feel emotion gather around her in the darkness of the bedroom, luring her

  towards weakness. And she will not cry. She will not cry. She sighs once and turns onto her right side. Facing the future, William used to say.




  She sleeps.




  

    In the early morning, she wakes before the alarm sounds. She is instantly conscious, all her senses primed. For a moment, she is reminded of the first few days of

    Melissa’s life, when she, Julia, would awaken a split second before her baby daughter’s wails, ready, always ready. She would feel the let-down of her milk as the liquid rushed to her

    tingling nipples, searching for the small, hungry mouth.


  




  There is that same sense of high alert this morning, that need to be fully present in herself, ready for all eventualities.




  Julia showers and dresses quickly, keeping the mobile close by on the bathroom shelf. Later, she’ll remove the SIM card and replace it with the new one that is waiting in the side pocket

  of her rucksack. Another letting-go: but one that can’t be thought about now, not this morning. This is the morning when all of her movements have to be brisk, efficient. She takes her bags

  downstairs, one after the other, and brings them into the kitchen, leaving them at the door that leads to the garage. She does not want breakfast. She knows that her stomach will rebel if she tries

  to feed it. Later, perhaps; there will be time to think about such things later.




  She leaves food and water for Tinkerbelle. That cat is no fool. When the food runs out, she will simply make her way to Peadar and his mother next door. She’ll sit on the back windowsill

  and whine, looking piteous, until Mrs Mc clicks her tongue and lets her in. Julia has found her there before, has had to reclaim Tinkerbelle from her curled comfort in front of Mrs Mc’s turf

  fire. Even Oscar, the ancient Labrador, is a reluctant host to Tinkerbelle. He accepts her presence, tolerates her fireside incursions. Julia has made sure never to greet Oscar empty-handed.

  She’d always sneak him a couple of doggy treats from her pocket, on the occasions when she has had to go next door to collect the cat.




  Oscar has always understood the transaction. ‘Good dog,’ Julia would say, stroking the golden fur. He would struggle to his feet, tongue lolling, brown eyes gazing expectantly. Peadar and Mrs Mc would pretend not to notice him nosing the treats from

  Julia’s discreet hand. Then he’d subside by the fire again, his large body panting with the effort. Resting his head on his paws, he’d gaze up at his owners. Julia could swear

  that sometimes she has glimpsed triumph in his look. Then, as always, he and Tinkerbelle would continue to keep a careful, disdainful distance from each other.




  It is now two forty-five; Julia is ready to stow her luggage in the boot of the car. She locks the door to the kitchen and steps out into the sudden coldness of the garage. No lights are needed:

  she knows her way around here in the dark. She presses the remote control and the door rolls up and back, quietly enough, onto the garage ceiling. She has made sure to oil every part of it that she

  could see, to stop the small metallic shrieks that would set the entire estate’s teeth on edge. Here, in this quiet cul-de-sac, full of elderly couples, or widows and widowers, Julia has done

  her homework. She has learned about the neighbourhood dog-walkers, the restless, the terminally curious; she knows that nobody moves in or out of any of the surrounding houses before six a.m. Eight

  weeks of patient observation have taught her that.




  Time warp, William has said to her, on more than one occasion. You live in a time warp. And Julia agrees: her neighbourhood has remained unchanged, unchanging over the years. It

  has stayed resolutely unsurprised, even by events that have convulsed the nation. Nothing ever happens here – up until now.




  She struggles into the driver’s seat. She’d parked badly yesterday, in her hurry to get the car in off the road. This garage had not been built for modern cars: there is barely

  enough room to manoeuvre herself through the car door into a sitting position. She starts the engine, but doesn’t switch on the lights, not yet. She drives out onto the road, taking things

  slowly. Then she walks quickly back down the driveway and presses the remote once more. The garage door starts to close, the white metal panels rolling jerkily downwards. Just as the bottom panel

  is about to reach the ground, Julia slides the remote control underneath it, back onto the garage floor. It spins a couple of times before the door judders to a stop, metal grinding against

  concrete.




  She looks around her, but everywhere is in darkness, apart from the eerie glow of solar lamps in Mrs Byrne’s front garden. She slips into the driver’s seat again and makes her way

  slowly towards the main road, trying not to look behind her. When she reaches the mouth of the cul-de-sac, she switches on her lights. She indicates right and swings out into the deserted

  street.




  

    Once on the M50, Julia begins to breathe more deeply. It’s just after three-fifteen, and the roads are clear. The black ice, threatened by last night’s forecast,

    doesn’t seem to have materialized. Nevertheless, she’ll keep carefully to the speed limit. She has three hours of a journey ahead, according to the AA. The route planner, printed off

    the Internet weeks back, lies on the passenger seat beside her, its entrances and exits highlighted in yellow marker. She has everything worked out, building in her usual ninety minutes or so of

    ‘getting lost’ time. And even if things do go haywire today, there is always tomorrow.


  




  But she doesn’t want to think about tomorrow. Tomorrow brings Will into focus. She can see him, sitting beside her at the coffee table, with their Wednesday-night chessboard set up between

  them. He is a good teacher, patient and thorough. And he’s proud that she has been such a good student. He even grins when she beats him. Julia knows that, by tomorrow evening, William will

  be really worried. By then he will not have heard from her, or seen her, since Monday morning. She hates the thought of his suffering, but there is nothing to be done about it now.




  For a moment she has the wild, unbidden realization: It’s not too late! You can always turn back! Your life is there, still intact. And nobody would know. But the thought wilts almost as

  soon as it has blossomed. Someone already does know, someone who has made this flight inevitable. She grips the steering wheel more tightly. Instead of thinking, she recites aloud what she

  has memorized. Junction 18. Newry Bypass. Banbridge Bypass. Hillsborough. Westlink. Larne.




  That’s enough uncharted territory to keep anyone busy, their mind concentrated. As a southerner, she’d never crossed the border up until a year ago. All her life, that bit of the

  world had been off-limits: more remote, more bewildering, more inaccessible than if it had been another universe. Which it was – or had been, when Julia was a teenager. Now, people crossed

  the border willy-nilly. Shopping in Newry had become the new national sport. Decades of finely tuned political grievances slackened and loosened in the sticky grip of economics. Julia hopes that a

  Tuesday at the end of October, with all the children on half-term, will be enough of a disincentive to keep mothers at home and the northbound traffic to a minimum.




  Mothers. Children. Without wanting to, not now, Julia thinks of Jamie and Susie. Four and almost two. For a moment, she can feel the sweet warmth of Jamie’s heavy head on her arm as she

  carries him up the stairs to bed. Missing him is a physical ache. And Susie – to think that she might never again . . . Julia stops herself. ‘Enough, already,’ she protests

  aloud.




  She is jolted back to the present by the looming road-signs warning her of the toll-bridge ahead. She has just hit a patch of fog that is suffused by a strange saffron glow: part motorway

  lights, part car headlights. She’d better pay attention. The traffic will probably begin to build soon. She thinks, not for the first time, how awful it must be to spend your day – your

  life – in a car; on the way to somewhere, or on the way home. And the bit in the middle, into which you disappear, called work. It’s all work, Julia thinks. Such a waste, all that time

  commuting. Melissa complains about it constantly. And she has a choice, even if she refuses to see it.




  Julia slows as she reaches the toll-booth. She hands the young woman a two-euro coin, marvelling at the fact that she is fully made-up, even at this hour of the morning. Huge hoop earrings,

  eyelashes black and spidery, false nails. Carmela nails, Julia thinks suddenly. She’d read somewhere that the woman who played Tony Soprano’s wife – Edie Falco, that was her name

  – had had to apply her acrylic nails before she could begin to get into character. You can’t work with nails like that, she’d declared; they force you into inactivity. Nails like

  those were the defining characteristic of the modern gangster’s moll. Julia watches as the young woman in the booth has difficulty fishing out her twenty-cent change. Her fingers falter over

  the coins and Julia stifles a smile. Right on, Edie, she thinks. Those ain’t no nails for a working woman.




  ‘Thank you,’ she says now as the young woman glances at her. And then: ‘Have a nice day.’ She gets a surprised look and a small smile. Julia waves and drives off as the

  barrier lifts. She feels suddenly energized by the human contact. The past few days in particular have seen her withdraw from everyone around her. She’s been forced to be careful of what she

  said, of what she was seen to do. Now she feels a sense of liberation. And the further Dublin lies behind her, the weaker becomes the pull of guilt.




  


 





  William




  WILLIAM TRIES AGAIN.




  It’s not like Julia, not like her at all. She always returns his calls. And she’s a demon texter. But she hasn’t replied to any of the messages that he’s sent her since

  midday. And the only message he’s getting from her mobile is that she’s inaccessible right now, or may have her mobile switched off. Well, that much he has just about figured out for

  himself.




  He feels uneasy; someone has walked over his grave several times already this morning. He waits, hoping that the answering machine will not click in this time, that instead Julia’s voice

  will greet him, maybe a little breathless from running to the phone. She’s always running to the phone. William has failed to convince her to bring it with her around the house. Cordless, he

  used to remind her. It means what it says.




  If she doesn’t pick up right now, in person, he will call Melissa. He looks at his watch again as Julia’s recorded voice comes down the line: ‘Hi, this is Julia. You know the

  drill. Leave a message after the tone.’




  He slams down the receiver, angry now. It’s two o’clock on Wednesday afternoon and he hasn’t seen, or heard from, Julia since he left her early on Monday morning. He called

  Monday night, last night and again today. Several times. What is she playing at? And then the lurch of fear, from somewhere cold in the pit of his stomach. What if she’s had an accident? What

  if she’s lying in a heap somewhere, unable to speak? What if she’s had a heart attack, a stroke?




  After a moment the rational part kicks in, chiding him, talking sense. If anything awful has happened, he’d have heard: bad news travels fast. The simple explanation is that she must have

  stayed with her friends in Wicklow overnight. And the mobile signal is useless there: too many mountains. There is no need to panic. But he does anyway.




  He paces the room, doing battle with himself. Is he overreacting? Should he be doing something? And why does he have such a bad feeling about all of this – whatever ‘all of

  this’ is? Underneath the ambush of questions lies another nagging suspicion, a germ of doubt that he’s been avoiding ever since it woke him in the small hours of this morning. But he

  has no option now. It’s sending forth shoots, climbing rapidly towards the light. Julia had taken his key back from him last Sunday night. He’d thought nothing of it at the time: but

  now he’s wondering.




  ‘Oh, before I forget,’ she’d said, just as they were getting ready to go to bed. She’d been plumping up the cushions on the sofa, smoothing the crocheted throw that they

  often put over their legs in winter. ‘The gas boiler’s acting up. I want to leave a key with Mrs Mc. She’s promised to let the service man in on Tuesday.’




  William had crossed the living room to retrieve the DVD from the machine. He’d looked back at her, over his shoulder. What was happening on Tuesday that he’d already forgotten

  about?




  ‘I’ll be in Wicklow all day, remember?’ she’d continued, picking up the wine glasses from the coffee table.




  He’d kept looking at her, trying to dredge something – anything at all – from the sludge that he often felt had begun to settle where his memory used to be.




  ‘The annual lunch?’ she’d continued, with exaggerated patience. ‘With Hilary?’




  He’d nodded, with a vague sense that he’d heard something about it before. But Julia had so many friends that he’d long ago stopped trying to keep up. This one had certainly

  slipped below his radar. He’d been almost overwhelmed when he’d first got to know Julia. They’d been showered with invitations to lunch, dinner, surprise birthday parties.

  He’d never known that it was possible for one person to be so intimately connected to so many others.




  ‘Can I have your key to leave next door? Don’t know what I did with the spare.’




  ‘Sure,’ he’d said, straightening up. He’d rummaged instantly in his trouser pockets. ‘Do you want me to do anything?’




  She’d shaken her head. ‘It’s fine, thanks. Mrs Mc has already offered. I think she likes to feel useful. Besides, you know plumbers. He mightn’t turn up at all and

  you’d have a wasted day.’




  William remembers struggling to unhook his door key from the ring. He can see himself handing it to her. ‘Thanks,’ she’d said, smiling at him. She’d placed it in the

  little blue-and-green enamelled dish that always sat at the bottom of the stairs. They’d turned off the lights, locked the doors and climbed the stairs to bed. The usual routine. Julia had

  curled herself around him, holding him so close that he’d protested, laughing. ‘You’d better let me breathe, woman,’ he’d said, ‘or I’ll be no use to

  you!’




  She’d kissed him. ‘Make love to me,’ she’d said, her voice urgent in the darkness. He’d thought, even at the time, that there’d been a suspicion of tears. But

  Julia was a passionate woman. He’d often been blindsided by her sudden extremes of feeling.




  ‘Hey, hey,’ he’d said, tenderly, ‘what is it? You okay?’




  ‘Yes,’ she’d said. ‘I love you. Just stop talking.’




  Now, as William thinks about that, he feels afraid. He is missing something here. Something has happened between them that he hasn’t understood, that he hasn’t caught in flight.

  Maybe it even happened on Sunday night. He flicks open the phone book on his desk. Julia had written Melissa’s number in there a couple of months back, ‘just in case,’ she’d

  said. ‘Just in case what?’ William had demanded. He couldn’t think of any reason why he’d ever want to call Melissa. She’d never been anything but hostile to him.




  Julia had shrugged, laughing at him. ‘I dunno – in case the house goes on fire, in case my mobile dies, in case you can’t find me.’ She’d taken down Michael’s

  number as well, that evening, storing it in her mobile. Although William had grumbled that a fat lot of use his only son would be, if anything ever happened to him. Stuck in the wilds of

  Australia. Nevertheless, Julia had insisted.




  ‘Sod this,’ William says out loud now. ‘I’m going over there. If there’s no answer at the house, then I’ll call Melissa.’ He pulls his overcoat

  off the hallstand and struggles into it. He grabs his keys off the hook and slams the apartment door behind him.




  

    Even her front door looks different. Something has happened, something is off-kilter here. William has always thought of the air around Julia’s home as open, welcoming.

    The house has had a vibrancy to it, an energy that was all hers. Now the blue door seems silent, sullen, closed against him. He locks the car and walks across to the porch. He presses the

    doorbell urgently, keeping his finger on it, pulsing the sound from time to time. Nothing. He peers in the window of the front room, shading his eyes against the glancing winter light that forces

    him to see nothing except his own reflection.


  




  Inside looks normal. William can make out Julia’s desk, the lamp, the bookshelves on the walls. Everything seems to be in order, nothing obvious is out of place. That gives him hope. He

  moves quickly back to his right and tests the garage door. It is locked. He tries the porch door once more, just in case. He is about to turn away when the postbox to his left catches his eye. He

  had fixed it there for her, one Saturday morning, drilling into the red brick and attaching the box securely to the wall. Cast-iron, cobalt blue: she had found it in an antique shop in Rathmines

  and had immediately fallen for it. William remembers her excitement. ‘Oh, look, William!’ she’d exclaimed. ‘Exactly like the one we had when I was a kid. Even the colour!

  Would it be easy to put up?’




  He lifts the flap cautiously now, as though something might explode in his face. Inside is crammed with envelopes. William stares at the evidence, trying to understand something that keeps

  eluding him. She hasn’t collected her post, either. That does it. He pulls his mobile from his coat pocket, calls up the number that he’d stored earlier and then, suddenly, he

  remembers. He puts the phone in his pocket and walks quickly instead back down the driveway and up the neighbour’s path to Mrs Mc’s front door. She’s there almost as soon as he

  rings the doorbell. Has she been watching, waiting? He wonders and doesn’t care.




  ‘Mrs McCarthy? I’m William Harris, Julia’s friend. I was wondering . . .’




  ‘I know who you are. Come in, please, Mr Harris. Don’t mind Oscar. He’s as gentle as a lamb.’




  William bends down and strokes the Labrador’s ears. He knows all about Oscar and Tinkerbelle’s on-off courtship. ‘Hello, fella,’ he says, kindly. Julia is so fond of Oscar that, for a moment, William feels his breath catch at the memory of her anorak pocket full of doggy treats. He straightens

  up. Mrs Mc is waiting. ‘I’ve been trying to contact Julia,’ he says, following the elderly lady down the hall to the kitchen. But she doesn’t respond. Perhaps she

  hasn’t heard. He tries to curb his impatience. This is how it’s going to be, he thinks. Slow. Courteous. It would be rude to hurry her. As she makes her stately progress, William

  notices her floral apron and has a brief flash of memory. His mother, up to her elbows in flour, the smell of cinnamon and warm cloves all around her. Pinny, he remembers suddenly, that’s

  what she used to call her apron. ‘Where’s Pinny?’ she’d say, as though it was a person in its own right, deserving of a capital letter. He doesn’t think too many women

  wear aprons like that any more.




  ‘I haven’t seen Dr Seymour for the past couple of days.’ Mrs McCarthy opens the door into the kitchen. The fire is lit and Oscar immediately makes his way onto the rug, easing

  his arthritic hips into position and then stretching out, resting his mournful face on his front paws.




  ‘Didn’t she leave you a key, then?’ asks William.




  Mrs McCarthy looks at him sharply. ‘Why would she do that?’




  William treads carefully. This lady is poised to take offence. ‘I understood that Julia had a boiler repairman due this week, and I thought I heard her say that you had offered to let him

  in.’ It sounds all wrong, William thinks now, even as he says it. It doesn’t sound a bit like Julia.




  Mrs McCarthy frowns and shakes her head slowly. ‘No,’ she says. ‘I’d remember that. I saw her on Monday around lunchtime, when she was sweeping up the leaves in the

  garden. She came over and spoke to me, like she always does. But there was no word of any key.’ She is starting to look worried now, as though she, too, is missing something, something she

  should be responsible for.




  ‘My mistake,’ William says hurriedly. ‘Only, I can’t reach her and I’ve left my own key at home.’ Keep it simple.




  ‘I have Melissa’s number,’ Mrs McCarthy says now, brightening. She is glad to be of help.




  ‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘So do I. I think I’ll give her a call. There’s probably nothing wrong, but I’d rather be sure.’ He pats his pockets, a polite

  prelude to taking his leave.




  ‘You’re welcome to use our phone,’ she says, her body already turning in the direction of the old-fashioned telephone, where it squats, black and solid, in the corner of the

  kitchen.




  ‘It’s fine, thanks.’ William is now anxious to be gone. He doesn’t want any audience for his call to Melissa. ‘I have it here on my mobile. I’ll just step

  outside, if you don’t mind – the signal is always better outdoors.’




  Mrs McCarthy pulls open the kitchen door. ‘Let me know when you reach her, won’t you?’ The elderly eyes are troubled now. ‘Dr Seymour, I mean. She has always been so good

  to us, to me and Peadar.’




  William smiles at her, reassuring. ‘Of course. I’m sure everything is fine – we just keep missing each other, that’s all. She could well be on her way back from Wicklow

  as we speak.’




  William has already pressed the call button when Mrs McCarthy closes the front door behind him. After two rings Melissa answers, her ‘Yes?’ an impatient one.




  ‘Melissa? This is William Harris.’ He decides not to bother with any further explanations: Melissa knows well enough who he is.




  ‘Is there something wrong with my mother?’ she demands. ‘Is she with you? She won’t answer my calls.’




  William lets all the undercurrents wash over him. ‘I was hoping you could tell me,’ he says. ‘I can’t reach her either. I’m standing outside her door and

  there’s nobody home.’




  ‘Can’t you use your key?’ her voice is sharp. ‘Let yourself in?’




  ‘I don’t have one,’ he says. What he really wants to say is: Do you think I’m stupid? Would I be standing out here in the pissing rain if I had a fucking key?




  ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Wait there. I’ll be with you in fifteen minutes.’




  

    It’s twenty-five minutes since he’s called Melissa and William is impatient. He can feel that old, old longing for a cigarette, like something hollowing out his

    gut; itching under his fingernails. He stamps his way down the driveway again, glancing towards the far corner that leads into the cul-de-sac from the main road. He is aware of a curtain

    twitching anxiously over his left shoulder. He has already turned down a cup of tea, a warm kitchen, neighbourly solicitude. Now he’s just mad at Melissa. What the fuck is keeping her?


  




  He stops in his tracks as wavering lights become visible in the distance. A car turns into the cul-de-sac and William exhales in relief. He walks back up the drive and waits at the porch door.

  He can see the rain slanting – fine, bright, glow-worms in the beams from the headlights – and only then realizes how wet his overcoat is, and his hair, plastered against his skull.




  Melissa parks at the kerb and jumps out of the car. She slams the door shut and runs across the gravel, stumbling a little in her high heels. To William’s surprise, she looks distraught;

  her hands are trembling and, when she speaks, her voice is reedy, just on the verge of collapse. ‘I don’t understand it,’ she’s saying, fumbling with a bunch of keys in her

  hand. ‘I knew something was wrong, I just knew it.’




  ‘We don’t know anything yet,’ William says, gently. He has never seen Melissa in such a state and he can feel himself warming to her. Her distress forces him to be calm.

  ‘She may still be in Wicklow, there may be nothing at all to worry about.’ But even to his own ears his reassurances sound hollow, false.




  She hands him the keys. ‘Wicklow?’ she says. She looks puzzled. ‘She didn’t say.’ Then she shakes her head. ‘Never mind. Here, you open the door.’




  He realizes that she is terrified of what they might find. Suddenly he doesn’t feel so good either. Her anxiety is infectious. He can feel himself begin to buckle under its weight, even

  before they go inside. He gets the key in the lock on his second attempt and pushes open the inner door. Melissa hurries past him and presses in the alarm code. William feels a flash of annoyance

  at this gesture of ownership. He is surprised at his own pettiness. Be reasonable, he tells himself. She’s Julia’s daughter, after all. And she’s as worried as I am.




  ‘Okay,’ he says. ‘I’ll try upstairs if you’ll—’




  ‘No.’ She shakes her head vigorously. ‘Let’s do it quickly, together.’ She runs towards the kitchen and flings open the door. He sees with a pang how like her

  mother she is. Tall, slender, with a definite shadow of Julia’s strength in her long arms and legs. The light blinks into brightness as William looks over her shoulder. There are a couple of

  bowls sitting by the back door, one with the remains of cat food, one with a glint of water. ‘Nothing,’ he says. ‘Come on.’




  He tries the office next. Although he had seen nothing when he’d peered in through the window, now he is afraid that he might have missed something: a body slumped on the floor by the

  desk, a handbag spilling open on the chair. Anything. But the room, although still full of Julia’s possessions, is curiously empty. And then it strikes him: the laptop is missing. Now that is unusual. Julia never brings it anywhere with her.

  ‘Smacks of work,’ she used to say. ‘And I brought that everywhere for more years than I care to remember.’ William files the information away in case he needs it

  later. Melissa doesn’t seem to have noticed.




  ‘Everything here is the same as always,’ she says. Her eyes are huge, shadowed. William wonders whether she has slept at all the last couple of nights. Is there something unhappy

  going on with her, besides this? Julia has had her doubts about Derek; William already knows this. And the girl looks exhausted. ‘Living room?’ she asks him now. William nods.




  He starts to tremble as they open the door. The chessboard is set up, as it always is for their Wednesday evening game. So she intends to be here, then, is that what Julia’s telling him?

  And something is preventing her? But William doubts it: this room has acquired a stillness that is not natural to it. Something has escaped from within these walls, and the nausea that suddenly

  fills his throat warns him that everything in his life is changing, or is about to, or has already done so while he wasn’t paying attention. He hesitates, unable to step any further into the

  room. Even then, he is aware that he wants to do this without Melissa. Out of the corner of his eye he sees something that jars, something that is significant in its insignificance. For a moment it

  feels like a speck in his eye, a bit of grit in his shoe. But he can’t stop to figure out whatever it might be. He can feel Melissa at his elbow, her rapid breathing unnerving him, reminding

  him that they have a job to do.




  ‘Quickly,’ he says. ‘Upstairs.’




  Melissa doesn’t respond, but he senses her behind him, taking the stairs two at a time, just as he does. When they reach the landing, he misses his footing and crashes into the bedroom,

  the door jerking back against the bedside table. The bed is made, cushions piled high over a tumble of pillows. But no books litter the floor or the shelves above the bed; the top of the chest of

  drawers has been swept clean. William looks around him. He is aware of being plunged into the midst of a puzzle whose pieces don’t fit together, no matter how he arranges them.




  He hears Melissa cry out suddenly and takes a step towards her. She has opened the wardrobe doors and both her hands now cover her mouth, as though she is afraid of what might come out if she

  speaks.




  ‘What is it?’ William says. All he can see is a few garments hanging there, harmlessly. What is Melissa so upset about? And then he sees it too. The emptiness, sister of the

  stillness downstairs. Melissa turns to look at him, her eyes now brimming. He is shocked at how blue they are, just like Julia’s. He has never noticed that before.




  She points to the clothes, hanging limply in the wardrobe. ‘Everything is gone,’ and her voice is a whisper. ‘Except for these – and she joked a few weeks ago that

  she’d leave them to me, when the time came.’ Now Melissa begins to cry in earnest. ‘I don’t understand,’ she sobs. ‘What is she doing? Where has she gone?

  I’m frightened, William.’ He puts one arm around her, awkwardly. He doesn’t know what to say. This is a Melissa he hasn’t met before. Shaky, tearful, unsure of her ground.

  She wipes her eyes with her sleeve and looks at him. ‘Something bad has happened to her, I’m sure of it. I can feel it.’




  ‘Let’s not jump to any conclusions just yet,’ he says, although she has voiced exactly what he is thinking. ‘We’ll go back downstairs and be more methodical. There

  has to be a clue somewhere.’




  What he doesn’t say is that this looks like no random disappearance. This has all the signs of a planned, orderly retreat. But why? And from what?




  ‘Come on.’ He leads Melissa towards the stairs. ‘Let’s have a stiff brandy and put our heads together.’ Melissa’s face is grey with shock. He’s afraid

  she’ll pass out on him if he doesn’t get her downstairs, fast.




  

    ‘Garage,’ says Melissa suddenly. ‘We haven’t looked in the garage.’ William sees the appeal in her eyes.


  




  ‘Stay here,’ he says. ‘I’ll go.’ He picks up the key from its position under the lamp on the bookshelves. Cookery books: they’re all still there, nothing out

  of place. The shelf is jammed, as usual. Books are upright, on their sides, even double-parked, as Julia calls it. William feels as though his perception has been heightened: that he is seeing,

  hearing, sensing more than is possible for one human being. I am a camera.




  He opens the door and steps into the garage, deliberately pulling the door to behind him. His instinct is to protect Melissa from what he is dreading might meet him. Julia, slumped over the

  steering wheel, cold, staring. He snaps on the light, but even as he does so, he has already picked up on the emptiness of the garage. There is the faintly musty, earthy smell of the leaves that

  Julia has dumped into the compost bin. Its lid is still open. He walks over to it, looks inside. But there is nothing, nothing but leaves. What had he expected?




  As though in answer, he suddenly kicks something that skitters out of his way, plastic scraping against concrete. He looks down and at first thinks: mobile phone? His mouth goes dry. His

  mind’s eye sees ambush, struggle, kidnap. Not the why: just the fact of it. He bends down to pick up whatever it is. The remote control for the garage door. He sees at once what must have

  happened: Julia, crouched outside, spinning the device back into the garage, just as the door shuddered to a close. He exhales and the vision of anguish, of attack recedes. His breath frosts out

  smokily into the stale garage air.




  He takes one last look around him. He tries to banish the other pictures of Julia, those that have hovered at the threshold. Images of all those people who kill themselves in their cars. And for

  the first time, he wonders, shocked at his slowness: Might Julia be ill? Is that why she has gone away like this? The thought makes him pause. He has to stop while his mind careens around their

  last days together. He begins to see everything in the new and garish light of her disappearance. But it’s all too much. It’s a sensory overload that he’ll have to unpick when he

  gets home. Illness begins to seem like a real possibility: a new and frightening one, but at least something that begins to make some kind of twisted sense. But he will not share this thought with

  Melissa, not yet.




  When he goes back into the kitchen, Melissa is standing, one hand on the table for support. Every fibre of her resonates strain; William can almost hear the vibrations. ‘Nothing,’ he

  says. ‘Her car is gone, but there is nothing in the garage out of the ordinary.’




  Melissa slumps again, resting her elbows on the scrubbed deal table that is one of Julia’s many domestic delights. ‘I rang on Monday night, asking her to babysit,’ Melissa is

  saying. She is frowning, trying to make sense out of the senseless. William knows the feeling. ‘But she didn’t ring me back.’ He pours a brandy for both of them. ‘I left a

  message on the answering machine. I wonder, did she even get it?’ Melissa has just switched on the heating. The house is cold, and she has started to shiver.




  ‘Mrs McCarthy next door saw her on Monday morning, sweeping up leaves in the garden,’ William offers. ‘Julia was to go to Wicklow on Tuesday, to Hilary

  somebody-or-other.’




  Melissa frowns. ‘Hilary?’




  ‘Yeah – something about an annual lunch. Why?’




  ‘I think I’ve met all of Mum’s friends at one time or another. I don’t think there’s a Hilary – at least, not any more. The only person I know who lives in

  Wicklow is Roisin, but I’m not even sure if she still does.’ She pauses. ‘Are you sure she didn’t say Roisin?’




  William curbs his irritation. So Melissa thinks he’s thick as well. ‘Positive,’ is all he says. And he doesn’t say what else he’s thinking. That Julia has a life

  that her daughter is not aware of. Why should she know everything about her? Then he stops. What about all the things he doesn’t know about her? If Melissa has to face an uncomfortable

  truth about how well she knows her mother, then he does, too, and he doesn’t like it. ‘Let’s try her address book,’ he says instead. ‘I’ll get it.’




  He leaves Melissa and makes his way quickly back into Julia’s study. He wants to be there on his own, in case Julia has left something for him here, tucked away in the pages of her

  well-worn address book. He used to tease her about that, too. ‘Why don’t you just use “Contacts”? Keep all that stuff on your laptop?’




  But she had been very protective of the black leather-bound book. Each page was full of crossings-out, changes, notes to herself. ‘This is more than an address book,’ she used to

  insist. ‘This is the geography of people’s lives. The places they’ve lived, the places they’ve moved to. And, sometimes, the gaps that show me I’ve lost contact with

  someone who used to be important.’ And she’d tapped the cover with her long fingers. ‘It’s a reminder to put that right. All that white space needing to be

  filled.’




  He remembers now how that sentiment had touched him.




  ‘Besides,’ she’d said, ‘it’s not held to ransom by power failure, computer crashes or any of the other – what do you call them – “outages”

  that people talk about.’




  ‘But you might lose it,’ he’d said gently. ‘At least let me make a copy of the current information for you.’




  ‘Maybe,’ she’d conceded. ‘But how can I lose it, if I know where I always keep it?’




  In the first drawer of the desk, William thinks, his heart hammering now. He pulls the drawer out, and the ease with which it rushes towards him tells him it is empty, even before he looks.




  ‘Well?’ Melissa’s voice from the doorway makes him jump. ‘Has she left anything? A note, a hint even?’




  He shakes his head. ‘Her address book is gone. There’s nothing here.’ He continues to pull all the desk drawers open, one by one. A sudden waft of perfume, Julia’s

  perfume, is painful for a moment. He looks around at the bookshelves, the occasional tables, the ancient leather wing-backed chair. In a room once so full of Julia, he now feels her absence so

  keenly that he shudders. The gnawing in his gut is becoming even more insistent. He can already feel the hot, heady nicotine rush that will come with the first drag of the cigarette. He knows

  he’s going to have to give in. It’s only a matter of when, not if.
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