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To my mother, Teresa







Chapter 1

Finn O’Leary handed his access control card to Paulette the receptionist.

‘How does it feel?’

‘Weird.’

He had expected to feel somewhat deflated or possibly elated. He’d expected to feel something. It was quite weird to him that he felt nothing at all. Leaving the BBC after eight years and, what was it, four-hundred-odd shows felt strangely anticlimactic. But he didn’t tell Paulette that. He suspected that she was the ‘inside source’ who routinely sold stories to the tabloids. To humour her, and to satisfy his own curiosity once and for all, Finn, dressed in his customary plaid shirt flapping over an old T-shirt, leaned an elbow on the counter and looked around conspiratorially, before lowering his bearded face towards her. Paulette pushed her biscuits to one side and looked up into the inviting lakes that were his eyes.

‘To tell you the truth, Paulette, this place has gone to the dogs. I was pushed out.’

‘Oh my God!’

‘Shh! Between myself and yourself, they’re replacing me with Ant and Dec.’

‘What?’

‘Yes.’

‘But Ant and Dec, they’re not gardeners, Finn.’

‘That’s right. They wouldn’t know a rose from a dandelion. It’s the new policy, you see, Paulette, do you mind if I…?’

Finn helped himself to one of her ginger snaps. There was a man, about sixty-five, fidgeting on a lurid yellow sofa in a corner of the reception area of the otherwise nondescript BBC building in Bloomsbury. A quick glance at his hands told Finn that he was a guitarist, long fingernails on the right hand for plucking, calluses on the left from many years of fretwork. If there was any doubt about it, a guitar rested on the sofa beside him. They briefly made eye contact. An ’80s pop-star, Finn reckoned, the sleeveless denim jacket and sun-bleached hair the giveaway. And, he surmised, he was still big in Malta, given the pheasant’s-eye he sported illegally in a buttonhole of the jacket. It was a tiny scarlet wildflower, according to his learned eye, the adonis microcarpa, a rare and protected species found in Malta. But Finn let it go. He wasn’t the judgemental type.

‘Yeah, you see, they want less gardening advice, more banter. All part of the drive to reach a younger audience.’

‘I am so sorry. That’s just terrible.’

‘Ah well! Keep it under your hat, Paulette. See ya.’

If his hunch about the receptionist was correct, he’d be reading about Ant and Dec’s new gardening show in the papers next week. Needless to say, Ant and Dec weren’t replacing him. The truth was that his show was more popular than ever. The BBC had begged him to stay. But he’d asked for an extended leave of absence on account of his mother. She’d had an accident some months earlier, a fall. He’d been over and back to Ireland on numerous occasions since then to sit by her bedside in the rehab hospital. But now, finally, to his immense relief, she was home. And it was his ‘turn’ to mind her. ‘Turn’ was not the right word, as if spending time with his mother was a chore. And neither was ‘obligation’, although that was the word his sister used to admonish him ad nauseam during their regular Zoom calls. It was a choice, freely made, and he was looking forward to it, a proper six-month-long sabbatical from his horticultural and media obligations, and an overdue opportunity to reconnect with his family and his hometown of Abbeyford. He’d just slipped away from the farewell champagne on the third floor, without even saying a proper goodbye to Isabella, his ex-wife and long-time producer, to make it in time for his flight.

‘You’re that guy? The Irish guy? The celebrity gardener?’

The toothy, perma-tanned musician pointed at Finn. Finn smiled back at him, not without warmth, but not with a lot of warmth either. He was a purist, despite his laid-back, jocular demeanour and populist appeal, and passionate to the point of self-destruction about his gardening principles. He didn’t like, as a rule, people who picked precious wildflowers. And more than anything, he hated being labelled a celebrity. Or as he often said himself, ‘libelled’ a celebrity.

‘Garden Nightmares! Eh? What a show! Brilliant.’

‘Truly groundbreaking,’ quipped Finn drily, realizing that his pun was probably lost on the slightly distracted muso.

If he was honest, his TV show, although great fun to do and a hit by all the relevant metrics, was anything but original. By way of format, it was a fairly standard makeover show. Mind you, his solutions weren’t always the most obvious ones.

‘You’re better on the radio,’ the man carried on hoarsely, still gigging by the sound of it, or at the very least singing loudly in the shower.

Finn towered over the former pop star. The latter was presumably about to appear on one of the Sunday morning chat shows and, judging by the book under his arm, promote a memoir.

‘I actually took up gardening because of you.’

‘Oh?’

Finn wasn’t expecting that.

‘Yeah, mate, I was at the lowest point of my life. Turned on the radio one Sunday morning, looking for a religious service I suppose, I was really desperate. There you were banging on about bedroom plants.’

‘Well, I can only apologize.’

‘No. It was the way you talked about them, mate, the passion, the humour, the… irreverence. It was like, you were a preacher. It’s like you knew I was listening.’

Finn, allergic to compliments as a rule, was getting uncomfortable. He spotted his taxi driver waving discreetly from the other side of the revolving door.

‘That day instead of jumping in a lake, mate, I went to the garden centre, and I tell you, I bought every plant you mentioned on that show, even the Rose of Jericho.’

‘You were in a bad way.’

Paulette the receptionist was listening intently to the musician’s confession. Her ears were practically quivering.

‘Never looked back thanks to you, Finn. Married again, yeah, have a little boy now, Kneil with a K, lovely boy, bit sensitive, and if I say so myself, mate, I have the finest garden in Surbiton. Ask anyone!’

‘I’ll take your word for it. I’m sorry…’

It was not uncommon for strangers to come up to Finn – in the street, in the pub, on the train – and tell him their life stories. But it was never comfortable.

‘Here!’

The singer thrust a hardback into his hand. It was called One Hit Wonder.

‘It’s about my addiction. One hit, do you get it? That’s all it took. There’s a whole chapter in there about my love of gardening. And… my debt to you. Such a coincidence, this.’

‘Wow. Yes.’

‘Serendipity, mate.’

Finn never knew what that word meant. He wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing, but nodded along anyway, a profound expression on his handsome, weather-beaten face. Rarely stuck for a consoling word – on air at any rate – he was momentarily speechless. He tried to think of something appropriate to say. Although he couldn’t think of the man’s name, or recall any details about his career, he thought it best to pretend that he did. It must be a pop star’s worst nightmare, he imagined, to be forgotten by the public.

‘You’re still going strong.’ Finn slapped him on the back. ‘Amazing voice.’

‘Thanks mate. Just back from Malta, actually. Did a couple of nights at the Lynx.’

Finn smiled. As his mother used to say, he should have been a detective.

‘Wettest April on record over there but a decent crowd all the same. They knew all the words.’

‘I’m not surprised. By the way. You know it’s against the law.’

He pointed at the red flower in the man’s buttonhole. Perhaps, after all, he was a bit judgemental, at least, when it came to conservation.

‘What? No, mate, no.’

The singer looked genuinely upset.

‘Do you think I…? No! That was a gift. From the Mayor of Valletta herself. She’s a fan.’

‘Oh. Sorry, eh… mate. Can’t wait to read it.’ He held up the book, as the indignant man was ushered away to his interview.

More and more of late, Finn had been making a habit of putting his foot in it. Having a pulpit could be a dangerous thing, giving one a false sense of security, or perhaps even a sense of entitlement. He glanced over at Paulette, visualizing next week’s headline, ‘Maverick Gardener and Suicidal Pop Legend in BBC Bust-up’.



On the way back to his flat in Highgate through the sleepy slick-wet Sunday morning streets of London to pack his bags, his mind turned to his mother, Maura, as it had every day for the past few months. It was chaos, by all accounts, in Abbeyford. His sister, Eimear, not remotely impressed by Finn’s high-profile career in the UK, had organized and, as she reminded him repeatedly, paid for a full-time carer for his mother, now that she was home.

Meanwhile, in a somewhat unusual arrangement, their father, Redmond, was currently living apart from their mother. Theirs was a deeply loving but complicated relationship and had been for as long as he could remember. And Finn was now forty-ish. But anybody who knew his father – possibly the most contrary man alive – would vigorously agree that his mother’s recovery was best served by Redmond continuing to live at least a good ten miles away from her. Thinking of his father, Finn’s dodgy right shoulder automatically tensed, sending a spasm of pain shooting into his neck.

What on earth, he asked himself not for the first time, was he letting himself in for?






Chapter 2

‘Now Aoife, as you know, I don’t want to make a big deal about this,’ said the headmaster, sitting smugly on the edge of his desk, looking like an ad for knitwear.

‘And yet something tells me you are going to make a big deal about this, Giles?’ Aoife smiled, still standing, having refused the offer of a seat, not planning on staying long to indulge her boss’s latest lunchtime power trip.

Her composure slightly unnerving him, Giles shifted his pert buttocks on the desk to regain his position of strength as per the body language training course she knew for a fact he’d taken and, what’s more, claimed as an expense from the school budget. In doing so, he accidentally knocked over a turmeric and ginger shot he’d just opened, the foaming yellow liquid spreading over the tabletop.

‘I’ll get that, Giles.’

‘You’re fine. It’s nothing,’ he pooh-poohed as if he’d meant to spill it as part of his advanced mind games.

Ignoring his protests, she whipped off her scarf, a cheap pinky-green satin number, and wiped up the spillage, even going so far as to dab at the smudge on his blue chinos, which didn’t help his growing discomfort.

‘Thank you, Aoife. That’s… There’s been a complaint.’

‘Another one?’

‘And it is my duty as headmaster of St Joseph’s to bring it to your attention.’

Aoife glanced at her watch. She had 3rd year French at two, but had arranged to meet a friend and ally to deal with an urgent Tidy Towns matter before that. There’d been another act of sabotage from, she suspected, a nearby town.

‘You were seen, last Thursday I believe, hugging one of the boys!’

Aoife’s face darkened. That caught her on the hop. Her regular summonses to McCabe’s office were usually to do with being late for school or leading the boys astray with allusions to revolutionary Marxism. This was a new one.

‘Now, I’m sure there’s a perfectly innocent explanation for you embracing a… a… a ruttish teenager raging with hormones.’

‘Ruttish! Giles! Really?’

‘As safeguarding officer in this establishment, as well as headmaster, it is my primary obligation to protect the welfare of each and every student. What would the parents think if they knew one of the more, if I may say so, attractive teachers was seen in a… a… clinch with their little darlings?’

It was true that she’d hugged one of the boys. Or rather he, Justin, a particularly vulnerable pupil, had hugged her last Thursday as he did most days. She was a hugger by nature, she had to admit, or more to the point available for hugs to those who really, really needed them. That didn’t make her some sort of predator, as McCabe seemed to be implying.

‘Who brought the complaint?’

‘It doesn’t matter who brought the complaint. What do you have to say for yourself?’

‘Was it you who complained, Giles? To yourself?’

‘You know full well GDPR forbids me from revealing the source.’ He pursed his lips triumphantly as he retreated around his desk to the safety of his swivel chair.

GDPR was by far the best thing ever to happen to upholders of the status quo like Giles McCabe.

‘Let me get this straight. You the headmaster witnessed me comforting a boy, a boy with all sorts of issues, a victim of bullying, no less, and then you reported it to the safeguarding officer who also happens to be you.’

‘Look, Aoife, I’m prepared to let it go on this occasion,’ he said, toying with the zip of his thick-knit, quarter-zip jumper. ‘But let this be a warning to you.’

‘Thank you, Giles. I will learn from this. From this moment onwards, I will try and restrain my baser impulses.’

If her antagonist was aware of the sarcasm, he pretended not to show it.

‘Great.’

‘Was there anything else?’

‘You’re fine. No hard feelings.’

She smiled at him pitifully as she exited the room, slamming the door behind her, the waft of chewing gum and damp coats in the corridor filling her nostrils. If anything, she thought, McCabe looked like he was in need of a good hug himself.



It being a Monday, Abbeyford was fairly quiet as Aoife strode briskly from the school in her platform runners, a witty retort here, a reprimand there, an encouraging word to a shivering boy in the playground shelter here, an accurate kick of the football that elicited a cheer there. She bowed, indifferent to the scuff mark on her white Scholls, the unnecessary altercation with her headmaster already but a hazy memory.

Aoife Prendergast had an enviable ability to banish negative thoughts from her mind, even towards blowhards like Giles, being able to quickly refocus on the important things in life. You’d know her from a distance by her carefree gait. She had a charisma she wasn’t aware of, an approachability. No airs and graces about her, was the common consensus, the ultimate compliment in a faded glory like Abbeyford. People were drawn to her even when she was in a hurry as she was now on her shortened lunch break.

She took a shortcut through Davin’s Lane, gratified to see the murals depicting vignettes from Abbeyford’s history had been freshly painted. Most of the shops in the winding alleyway, apart from the old cobbler’s and the new artisan bakery, were boarded up or closed for the day. Nothing much happened in town until Tuesday, when the delivery vans finally arrived to restock the shops after the weekend. Aoife emerged in Market Square, where she was hit by a blast of wind and the sense of the powerful presence of the River Barrow flowing fifty yards to her left.

She waved at the chemist, Fionnuala Boyle, who was entering the Medical Hall with a slice of quiche from Deevy’s, and kept walking up John Street, climbing steadily away from the river, before taking a left onto the Grange, the buildings becoming steadily more residential until finally she turned right into the Dyke Road and stopped beside a copper beech hedge. There she waited for Michael Dunlop at the pedestrian gate of the Abbeyford tennis club. She didn’t have a fob. She wasn’t a member. There were goosebumps on her arm. In her haste, she’d left her coat in the staff room at school. And her phone was in her coat pocket. So she couldn’t call Michael.

‘You’re late,’ she said, when he eventually came out.

‘I’m late? I thought you’d stood me up,’ he countered in a cultivated Australian accent, lighting a cigarette. ‘I was hoping you’d stood me up,’ he added archly, all too aware that when Aoife called on a weekday, there was bound to be some sort of an assignment involved. And with the Tidy Towns campaign cranking up for the year, there was always lots to be done.

‘No such luck, Michael. Everybody else was busy.’

‘I was the last on your list? I should be offended.’

‘The others all have proper jobs,’ she teased.

‘Ouch! Just because I’m an Aussie doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings. I’ll have you know I’m flat out today, like a lizard drinking.’

Michael was his usual unhurried self. Although it was a dull, chilly day, he was wearing sunglasses and bedecked entirely in whites, a pristine tennis shirt tucked into his neat shorts, not a crease to be seen, or a drop of sweat on his chiselled, olive-skinned face. He clearly hadn’t been playing tennis that morning. An incongruous pair of shiny brown Oxfords on his feet underlined the fact. The only member of the club that ever wore whites in what was in fairness an unstuffy small-town set-up, Michael Dunlop didn’t care what anybody inside or outside the organization thought about him.

‘I’m sorry, Michael, what has you so busy today?’

‘Admin,’ he sighed, dramatically, as if he was running a multinational conglomerate instead of a tiny sports facility. After three of four drags of his cigarette, he showily discarded it on the footpath just to wind Aoife up.

Aoife, not rising to the bait, automatically picked up the butt and put it in her pocket. She looked warmly at one her closest friends, raising her eyebrows at his ridiculous costume.

‘Leading by example, Aoife. You know me. Trying to civilize the natives.’

He did play tennis, and to a high standard by all accounts. And although he’d never actually produced a much-promised certificate or evidence of Garda vetting, was even known to coach on occasions. But today he’d been engaged in his administration duties. This was a role he voluntarily performed three days a week. Over the heads of the committee, and most of the ageing membership, distrustful of change, he’d been of late busily upgrading the club website. Using his programming skills – without, it should be said, ever presenting proof of his technical qualifications there either – he had already created a platform for making payments online. He was now currently in the process of developing a simple court-booking system.

‘Honestly, Eefs, they’d prefer to scowl at the court-hoggers and not play at all, than book a court online,’ he said, waspily, as he lit another Marlboro Gold.

‘You’re going to die, if you’re not careful.’

‘Oh no. Deep down. They love me; they know I’m indispensable. Oh you mean the cigarettes?’

Aoife smiled indulgently. He could be a very annoying man, but she loved him all the same.

Nobody knew what Michael did to make ends meet. Nobody knew much about Michael at all, not even one of his better friends, Aoife. Something in tech, or crypto, or possibly espionage. That, as far as she was concerned, was part of his appeal. His unreadability behind his shades. He, a bit of an attention-seeker, did nothing to disabuse the speculation. As far as she was concerned, he was a breath of fresh air: provocative, flamboyant and unconventional and in a town where grievances tended to fester for generations, not afraid of open confrontation.

She’d met him at the rallies against the waste incinerator just over a year ago and took an instant liking to him. He’d only recently materialized in Abbeyford at the time. Unlike her, he had no obvious connection to the town but threw himself into a controversy, that she, in her typically righteous way, led from the front. Michael, a man in his early thirties, had cheerfully admitted that he had no real interest in environmental concerns per se but the quickly escalating protest was ‘exciting’ and ‘something to do’ and ‘a way to get to know people’. She welcomed his youthful energy, his disruptive instincts and his all-in mentality once he’d committed to the cause. Like herself, he’d paid a high price for his involvement in the campaign, an outrage that bonded them for life.

Aoife by contrast, had deep roots in the town. The Prendergasts, she’d often been told, had arrived with the Normans in the 12th century. On the 2nd of May 1169, to be precise, Maurice de Prendergast sailed into Bannow Bay with ten knights and sixty bowmen. And while their fortunes had ebbed and flowed in the meantime – her father being the last of the level-crossing railwaymen – their attachment to the south-east had never wavered. That was why she, in her capacity as secretary of the Abbeyford Tidy Towns committee, was so affronted that a further act of vandalism had taken place on her watch, and why she on her lunch break had recruited Michael to help undo the damage.

Aoife led him to the edge of town, just before the WELCOME TO ABBEYFORD sign on the Ennismore Road.

‘There.’

She pointed at a picnic table.

‘What am I looking at here, Eefs?’

‘Arson!’

Upon closer inspection, Michael agreed that the table had indeed been set on fire. No real damage was done to the structure but the wood was badly scorched. Michael couldn’t help laughing. Not at the mindless arson attempt. But at the idea of a picnic table anywhere in Abbeyford never mind at the side of a busy road. As somebody who’d once lived in Byron Bay, he knew all about dining al fresco.

‘It’s not funny.’

‘I’ll wager nobody, not one person, has ever dined at that table.’

‘That’s not the point, Michael.’

‘In fact, I doubt if anybody has ever even sat at that table.’

‘True but it looks nice. That’s the point. It’s a feature. Creates a good impression on visitors. Particularly visiting judges.’

He didn’t know the first thing about removing scorch marks, but Michael wasn’t going to refuse Aoife. And Aoife knew that. Despite her best efforts and those of the Tidy Towns volunteers, they didn’t have the resources or, in his opinion, the know-how to compete at the very highest levels of the contest. They were also, apparently, dealing with a not-so-subtle campaign by somebody or other to undermine all their good work. Michael had a flash of inspiration.

‘Did you hear Finn O’Leary is back in town?’

Aoife’s eyes lit up. Michael, amused, watched her as she, an open book, processed that information, her mind sifting through the possibilities that revelation presented to her.

‘You’d be a terrible poker player, Aoife.’

Not only was she a person who spoke her mind, she wasn’t very good at concealing her feelings. Or her plans, one of which, Michael could see clearly, was to prevail upon a world-famous gardener to help – no, transform – this year’s Tidy Towns campaign. Aoife always thought big.

Aoife’s brother, who now lived in the United States, had been one of Finn’s best friends at school. Although a couple of years younger than them, she remembered Finn fondly as a gentle, easy-going, observant sort who didn’t mind her joining in their games. More pertinently, she was a genuine fan of Finn’s evangelical gardening, and unlike some of the local people who tended to be suspicious of success, was proud of his association with the town.

‘How long has he been home?’

‘About a week now as far as I know. He called Harry.’

Harry was Michael’s partner and another of Finn’s oldest friends.

‘Said he’d see him at choir tomorrow night. Finn’s bringing his mother.’

‘Is he now? Interesting. Very, very interesting.’

‘I mean, it would be too cringe just to ask him straight out, even for you.’

There was nothing Michael loved more than winding people up, a habit, Harry had warned him, that would get him into a lot of trouble one of these days.

‘Don’t worry, Michael.’ Aoife winked. ‘I’ll be very diplomatic.’

Michael suppressed a laugh at what he considered to be one of Aoife’s delusions. She nodded towards the table.

‘Do your best, I’ve got to get back to school.’
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Chapter 3

Finn and his mother’s new carer, Happiness, eyed each other warily through the rear-view mirror. It was probably fair to say she hadn’t warmed to him since he’d arrived home. She was, he decided, feeling territorial. She also, he gathered, had strong views about children’s obligations to their parents. Although a modest man by nature, in his own estimation, he had confidence in his ability to charm the stoniest of souls. He’d win her around. Eventually.

Happiness, lips pursed and leaning forward over the steering wheel, drove the short distance from the house to the community centre. More used to an automatic, Finn deduced, she drove the whole way in first gear. The groaning Yaris pleaded with Finn to do something. Finn, at six foot two, was a little cramped in the back seat and too afraid of distracting Happiness to say anything. His mother, Maura, sitting contentedly in the passenger seat, asked for the tenth time, ‘Where are we going again?’

‘We are going to sing, Maura.’

‘Of course!’ Maura laughed. ‘I’ll forget my own head next. We’re going to choir practice, Finn,’ she explained, turning around to her son, as if he was the one who’d fallen while walking in the Comeragh Mountains.

Despite her accident and the resulting brain bleed that had left her bed-bound and delirious for the best part of five months, she looked younger than her seventy-two years. Having been a teetotaller all her life probably helped. Mind you, that description no longer applied, as he’d discovered the night he’d landed, a week ago, when Happiness had brought her a vermouth spritz. It was garnished with a twist of orange peel and a sprig of rosemary from the next-door neighbour’s garden. He could tell the rosemary was from Burke’s because of the noodle of golden retriever hair caught in the needles. The pair of them settled down to watch an episode of Death in Paradise. Somebody had fallen off a balcony. Were they pushed? Or did they jump? Finn had to smile when his mother insisted, as she always used to do when they watched detective shows when he was a boy, that they all write down who they thought the murderer was. Finn, much to Happiness’ disgust, guessed correctly.

‘We got the recipe on Alan thingy. Titmouse.’

It took a few moments for Finn to realize his mother was referring to the vermouth.

‘Titchmarsh,’ Finn said, the name of a bitter rival setting his teeth on edge.

‘He’s very good. Not quite as good as you, love. But he’s very funny.’

There was a lot to unpack in that speech. Enough to keep a therapist in work for years. Finn wasn’t quite sure if it was supposed to be a compliment or not.

‘I prefer Titchmarsh,’ Happiness declared firmly. He was absolutely sure that was not a compliment.

Not only had Maura been clean-living, she’d also been a keen hiker. That surely helped her rehab too. He’d never forget the call from his sister the previous autumn telling him to come home immediately. He’d been on location near Hebden in North Yorkshire trying to extricate a house from its cage of invasive bamboo when Eimear called. Maura wasn’t expected to live more than a few days after she’d slipped near the Mahon Falls while out walking with a retirement group. The thing that probably saved her in the end, more than the abstemiousness and the penchant for outdoor activity, was the complete absence of stress in her life. Her refusal to even countenance stress. Bearing in mind she’d been a district health nurse who’d seen it all, every stress and strain known to man, every pain and privation. Every type of death, natural and unnatural. And to top it all, she’d married possibly the most stubborn, wilful man that had ever walked the earth.

His father, Redmond, was what was known as a force of nature, whimsical and unpredictable and oblivious to the havoc he tended to leave in his wake. Apart from that, he was great. His intentions were good. It was only later in life, on reflection, long after he’d escaped to England, that Finn could in any way appreciate his father’s idiosyncratic point of view. At the same time, he took great satisfaction in his own refusal, even as a child, to bend to Redmond’s will. If he achieved nothing else in life that would be something.

Despite having to put up with this selfish man and his infuriating ways, Maura was determinedly stress-free and relatively free of cynicism too. She’d never, as far as Finn could remember, lost her temper and never raised her voice. Commuting from London, he visited her in the hospital as often as he could, particularly in the first few weeks after the accident. Then he held her hand and told her what a wonderful mother she was. What a wonderful woman she was. And he meant it. He wasn’t sure if Maura even recognized him. She spoke mostly gibberish in two languages, English and Irish. In her delirium, she often referred to the children she’d lost to pirates and the terrible things that had happened in the mother-and-baby home, but those events didn’t seem to correspond in any way to her own biography. And then, much to Eimear’s disgust, he had to go back to London to finish the latest series of Garden Nightmares. Did he absolutely have to go back? That was the question that tore away at his conscience. Well, he was contractually obliged to return to work for one. There was a team waiting for him. A production company. A demanding network. Not to mention millions of viewers and the forlorn householders whose runaway gardens were derailing their lives. But what about his obligation to his parents? To his father? Was he being entirely honest about his altruistic motives in returning home to help care for his ailing mother? Or was he just running away from Isabella? From responsibility?

It was Happiness who suggested Maura join the choir. His mother resisted at first, still a bit disorientated after her fall, and her confidence somewhat dented. But it proved to be one of the many ideas Happiness had that seemed to be changing Maura’s life for the better.

Although only partially sighted now, Maura pointed to where she imagined local landmarks to be as if Finn were a tourist visiting the town for the first time.

‘That’s the river. The River Barrow! Did you know it’s the second longest river in Ireland?’ she claimed, proudly.

Protective of her charge and overly fond of the horn, Happiness beeped anybody and anything that came within ten yards of the vehicle.

‘Imbecile!’

Imbecile, it was becoming clear, was one of her favourite words and, as far as she was concerned, half the town was deserving of that tag. Another of her favourite words was, mystifyingly at first to Finn’s ears, Dundee.

Following the arcane one-way system, a mazy route devoid of logic, devised by a deranged town planner, by the looks of it, to prevent people from ever leaving the town, they had crossed over the New Bridge, built in the 1970s, and turned right onto Quay Street followed by a quick left into Parnell Street where the shopfronts were painted gaily – orange and fuchsia and bottle green, the windowsills and surrounds in wilfully contrasting colours – till they found themselves in the heart of the so-called medieval quarter outside a vape shop.

‘You complete Dundee!’ Happiness shouted at a guard who had stopped the traffic for a moment to allow an elderly man with a little pooch curled under his arm to cross the road. Out of curiosity, Finn did a quick Google search on his phone. He discovered that ‘Dundee’ was not only the name of a Scottish city, but was also a term of abuse synonymous with stupidity in Nigeria. Who knew? Apparently, according to a report on BBC Sport anyway, it was used widely in Nigeria ever since a hapless tour of that country back in 1972 by the Scottish football team Dundee United. Happiness had his mother at it too. Only this morning, he recalled, Maura referred to her husband as a ‘big Dundee’. They were discussing Redmond’s latest idiocy, his decision to refuse on principle the state pension to which he was entitled.

‘Him and his principles. The big Dundee,’ Maura had scoffed.

They carried on uphill through the town, the car audibly panting by now, around the early-18th-century church, St Mary’s, erected by the Board of the First Fruits and then downhill again past the remains of the early-13th-century Norman church. That was also confusingly called St Mary’s. By way of compensation for any dereliction or lack of amenities in Abbeyford, somebody – most likely the deranged town planner himself – had commissioned a series of giant murals on spare walls and in laneways, celebrating the history of the town with an emphasis on the glory days before the Anglo-Norman invasion. In fact, by the looks of it, he’d probably painted the murals himself.

‘There’s Aoife now. Isn’t she lovely?’ His mother pointed at the gable end of Morrissey’s Bar and Undertakers on the corner of Little Richard Street and Main Street, the painting so big even Maura couldn’t miss it.

‘And what’s-his-name…? Oh, it’s gone.’

Finn gave her every chance before prompting her.

‘Strongbow.’

‘Strongbow, the very man, he was the leader of the Normans, did you know that, Happiness?’

‘No, Maura, I did not.’

‘Not the worst of them. Aoife was the daughter of a local Gaelic chieftain. They got married.’

Opposite the big mural was a smaller one, on the crumbling wall of a makeshift car park. Although Finn was no art expert, it looked like a pastiche of a Rembrandt composition featuring local luminaries. He recognized the footballer who’d enjoyed a decent career in England by the blue hoops of his Queen’s Park Rangers jersey. The telescope in the hands of another suggested a famous astronomer whose name escaped him.

‘Beethoven,’ his mother proclaimed.

‘No, Maura, Beethoven was a dog,’ Happiness corrected her gently.

‘Bateman,’ Finn remembered. ‘William Bateman. Wasn’t he supposed to have discovered Uranus?’

‘He’s very clever,’ his mother whispered to Happiness. ‘You wouldn’t know it to look at him.’

‘I can hear you, mammy.’

‘Not as clever as Eimear, now. She’s a genius.’

They were momentarily stuck in traffic. The driver of a car in front had stopped for a chat with a pedestrian. It was a good long chat. Happiness rolled down the window.

‘Dundee. Move!’

Finn, still studying the mural, did a double-take. One of the figures was holding a shovel.

‘Hey! Is that? Is that supposed to be me?’

Finn was a bit put out. The proportions were all wrong. The head was too big, surely. His own teeth were straighter and cleaner than that. And he wasn’t that scruffy, was he? This was a travesty.

‘I forgot to ask. How is Isabella?’

Pulled away from his thoughts on who the artist might be and what he might do to his face, Finn paused at his mother’s question. It was only a matter of time before his mother would have remembered Isabella’s name and asked him about her. He had decided not to tell her that his marriage was over. Not yet. He didn’t want to disappoint her. Or indeed to try and articulate the various reasons for what was after all an inevitable and amicable break-up. Or to acknowledge the certainty that it was in fact over.

‘She’s grand, mammy.’

Eventually, after doing multiple laps of the town, they recrossed the river this time by the Old Bridge, a nine-arched bridge in continuous use since 1340, took a right turn and after driving past the timber yard, the crematorium and the drab Celtic Tiger-era apartment block, streaks of algae running down the walls, they arrived intact at the community centre. Only a direct descendent of the Anglo-Norman settlers with the psycho-geography of the town hardwired into their DNA could have navigated their way around the town. Or somebody as indefatigable as Happiness.

Once safely in the car park, Finn uncurled himself and helped his mother from the car. It was an unseasonably sunny April evening, with only a slight chill in the air. Happiness retrieved Maura’s stick from the boot. Somehow she’d managed to park what was after all a very small vehicle across three parking spaces just outside the entrance to the community centre, placing a crudely drawn disabled badge in the window by way of justification.

‘I have applied for permission. Your mother is entitled.’

Finn wasn’t going to argue. He took Maura by the arm and together they walked towards the door. An imposing cut-stone building, the community centre, as his mother reminded him, was a former workhouse. It only dawned on him that her habit of naming local landmarks and geographical features was for her own benefit and not for his. Her worst fear, he realized, was that she would lose her memory. And at her peak she’d had a phenomenal memory containing zettabytes of detail about everybody and everything that moved in Abbeyford.

The institution was now home to council offices, meeting rooms, a small museum of rural life and a crèche. It had been derelict when he was a child, and haunted to this day, they say, by the Victorian poor.

His mother was very light and unsteady on her feet. Happiness edged Finn out of the way and took Maura’s arm.

‘She is my responsibility.’

‘Of course.’

Maura looked over her shoulder at Finn with a loving smile, but it seemed to him that his mother felt safer being chaperoned into choir practice by her fiercely loyal carer rather than her own son. Although still sharp and spirited, she had become worryingly frail and clearly quite anxious when she was out and about. And he, the guilt rising in his gut like reflux, hadn’t been around as much as he would have liked. Being home now, he was determined to make amends.






Chapter 4

Beside the door was a small and neatly maintained triangular planting area dominated by an acer. Unusually for Ireland, an evergreen. Finn, although he might not like to admit it, had inherited a streak of his father’s contrariness. While he was hailed for his wild, imaginative, some would say ‘unhinged’ gardens, he was often chastised for his lack of colour. A sore point with him. There were a thousand shades of green, ten thousand, for God’s sake, and all of them beautiful. He’d tell people curious about his aversion to colour that he was slowly working his way through the whole spectrum but was still on green for the time being. That philosophy, it seemed, didn’t impress the judges at Chelsea who had yet again passed him over for a gold medal. Another sore point with Finn. He bent down to inspect the plant, instantly happier on his hunkers. An acer sempervirens if he wasn’t mistaken.

‘You know your stuff.’

‘Did I say that out loud?’

‘Don’t worry, Finn. We all talk to ourselves around here. Maybe you’d like to help?’

A woman who looked vaguely familiar pointed at a sign in the vegetation.

‘The Tidy Towns? We’re in with a good shout this year.’

‘I bet you say that every year.’

She smiled at him. He wasn’t wrong. The Tidy Towns Competition was a big deal throughout Ireland. He knew that. And this woman knew that he knew that. His mother in her heyday was a leading light in the local branch. And he understood the almost demented pride that people have in their home place, no matter how big a kip it was. Practically every settlement in the country, city, town and village competed ferociously for the prize of a Tidy Towns accolade. It did wonders for local self-esteem, not to mention tourism. Planting, typically, was a big part of the effort, but a busman’s holiday was the last thing he needed right now. And while he did admire the unusual acer and the native fern, it pained him to see the likes of dogwood and comfrey in the same small space. That was just asking for trouble.

‘Are you okay, Finn? You’re frowning.’

‘No, it’s just… Dogwood and comfrey are so rampant, they’ll swamp the other plants. Whoever did that should be shot.’

‘A bit harsh but I’ll take my punishment.’

Arms up, she surrendered.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he laughed. ‘I didn’t mean… It’s actually not that bad.’

‘You can show us all how it’s done.’

Her face lighting up again, she let that hang for a beat waiting for a reaction. Waiting for a yes. A bit forward, Finn thought. A bit of an edge to her, despite the breezy manner. Someone to be avoided.

He still couldn’t place her, local definitely, her accent not entirely disguised by her excellent elocution. He reddened slightly – the colour of the more conventional acer palmatum atropurpureum – embarrassed by his ability to recognize plants but not people, not to mention his ability to put his foot in it.

‘We actually have a committee meeting coming up. You should join us.’ She was persistent, that was for sure.

Finn got the distinct impression that she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. It was almost like she’d known he was going to be there and had been waiting to accost him.

Casually dressed in jeans and runners and a light mohair jumper of cobalt blue, she was self-possessed, in her late thirties. Her face was open and amused, her chestnut hair, an afterthought. She looked to him like someone who slept well as a rule. The sleep of the just. He was envious.

‘This is a bit awkward, isn’t it?’ she said, enjoying watching Finn squirm as he tried to retrieve her name. She was more than vaguely familiar.

‘It’s on the tip of my tongue. You a teacher by any chance?’ he guessed.

‘I’m genuinely impressed.’

Finn glanced down at her hands.

‘The paper cuts on your fingers. Bit of a giveaway.’

‘Very observant. You should be a detective.’

‘That’s what my mother used to say.’

‘You comparing me to your mother?’

She laughed, a single earring in the shape of an ancient cowbell making a tinkling sound as she did so. It was the sole accoutrement adorning her make-up-free face.

‘Aoife! Aoife Prendergast!’ It suddenly came to him.

It was the way she covered her mouth with her hand when she laughed.

‘Of course. How could I forget? Conor’s annoying little sister!’

‘That’s me! As annoying as ever.’

Conor Prendergast was one of Finn’s best friends in Joey’s. St Joseph’s boys’ secondary school. He stuck out his hand.

‘Oh, very formal,’ she said, taking his hand. ‘Good evening, Mr O’Leary, how do you do? Welcome back to Abbeyford.’

Aoife pulled Finn in for a hug. Very forward indeed. Nobody had hugged him like that for quite a while, not even Isabella, now that he thought of it. Although he was still in regular contact with Conor, who lived in San Francisco and worked in tech, he hadn’t laid eyes on Aoife since Conor’s wedding some ten years earlier.

‘You sang “Tears of a Clown”,’ he recalled. ‘The night of the wedding, in the bar.’ He pointed at the little triangular garden.

‘Better singer than a gardener.’

They were just about to go inside to begin the vocal warm-up when a loud revving noise drew their attention to the entrance of the car park. A snarling silver G-Wagen lurched aggressively towards an athletically lean man who was holding an ice-cream cone. The quarry, for want of a better word, didn’t blink. Subtly tanned with a decent head of floppy black hair, he calmly turned towards the powerful machine and took a lick of his ice cream. At which point, the butch 4x4 lurched forward again, braking perilously close to the man’s shoes. Cool as you like, sock-less, a crisp white shirt tucked into his ankle-length black jeans, the man stood his ground. He reminded Finn of a matador staring down a bull.

‘That’s Michael. Michael Dunlop,’ Aoife explained, before adding under her breath, ‘He’s not going to take this lying down. Michael!’

She called after him, in full school-teacher mode now, as she, followed by Finn, moved swiftly towards the altercation.

Michael nonchalantly walked around to the driver’s door. With a grin on his face, he smeared his ice cream over the front windscreen. The driver, squat, middle-aged, with a shoulder-length shock of grey curly hair, rolled down the window, spluttering obscenities at this affront to the symbol of his manliness. It was then that Michael threw the remains of his 99 onto the driver’s lap. Some of the bystanders, Aoife included, marvelled at his audacity. Michael, loving the drama, bowed gracefully to his audience.

In a right rage now, the man unbuckled his seatbelt and leapt out of the tank with an agility that belied his years. He crouched, adopting a convincing boxer’s stance but, Finn thought, fully expecting to be held back. This he duly was by a glamorous woman, four or five bangles on each arm, as well as by some of the choristers. She did a double-take as Finn himself stepped in between the two men. Between his powerful frame and his calming horse-whisperer presence, not to mention his minor fame, he commanded instant respect.

Finn immediately recognized the aggressor as Barry Duggan, a tight ball of energy who ran a fleet of waste disposal lorries in the town. He also owned or at least was the face of the controversial new waste incinerator outside the town. The ice-cream and raspberry-ripple stain on the crotch of his grey Prada track pants slightly undermined his cred as a pugilist.

‘I’ll fucking kill ya, Dunlop! So I will. You’re a dead man! Do you hear me?’ Duggan roared as he got back into his monstrous car. He sounded like he had laryngitis, all throat no diaphragm, in such a tizzy he’d forgotten to breathe, but the elongated vowels were pure Abbeyford.

Michael, unruffled, turned to Aoife and said in a laconic accent that sounded vaguely Australian to Finn.

‘I wouldn’t mind, but I was enjoying that ice cream.’

‘Leave it, Michael. He’s not worth it,’ she said.

‘Oh don’t you worry, Eefs. We have something planned for him. Something big. Who’s your boyfriend?’

She turned to Finn.

‘Ignore him! Michael can be – how should I put it? – very provocative. There’ve been times I’ve wanted to run him over myself. This is Finn, Finn O’Leary. An old friend of Conor’s.’

‘Ah, a celebrity in our midst. I heard you were home, mate. We’re honoured.’

Michael took out his phone and without asking put his arm around Finn and took a selfie.

‘They’ll never believe it back home. Do you have any idea how big you are in Oz?’

‘Well, I’ve been out there a few times.’

There was something a bit contrived about Michael’s accent, a bit exaggerated.

‘Your accent? It’s hard to place. It’s not Melbourne. Definitely not Perth?’

Michael reddened a little, his boldness briefly deserting him, but he held eye contact with Finn nonetheless.

‘Oh, you know, little Michael moved around a lot as a child. My parents came with me, ha-ha. Dad was a… geologist. Mum, she was religious. She once composed a hymn, you know. Just the words. She wasn’t a very musical mummy.’

It might have been the dissociative way he referred to himself in the third person, or the nervous laughter, or the tiny hesitation before settling on an occupation for his father, or maybe it was the excessive detail, but whatever it was Finn was sure that Michael was lying. Not that it mattered to him what Michael did. Strangely, though, he believed the bit about Michael’s mother composing a hymn.

‘Right. And by the way just for the record, I’m not a celebrity,’ Finn couldn’t let it lie. He tried to be blasé about this bugbear of his but could hear the strain in his voice. ‘I’m just a common gardener. I mean, an ex-gardener actually, not one of the…’ – he searched his brains trying to come up with a sure-fire, incontrovertible celebrity – ‘… one of the Rolling Stones.’

Finn winced, embarrassed that that was the best he could come up with in the moment.

‘Who?’ Michael asked witheringly.

‘Finn’s come home to help with the Tidy Towns campaign.’ Aoife broke the tension.

‘Oh, that is so thoughtful of you,’ Michael said. ‘Harry told me you were a good sport. I thought, not gonna lie, the fame might have gone to your head.’

The penny dropped.

‘Oh, you’re Harry’s Michael.’ Finn softened. ‘He mentioned you were a bit of a smart-arse, on the phone.’

Michael seemed pleased.

‘How sweet!’

Harry Boyle, a boyhood friend, had always been excitable, overwrought, a geyser waiting to erupt. During his conversation with him the other day, he also tearfully confided in Finn that Michael was not only a smart-arse, but that he kept him on his toes.

‘And –’ Finn had no reason not to come clean – ‘he told me that you completely changed his life. For the better.’

‘Did Harry really say that?’ Michael beamed, his eyes becoming moist, the studied coolness visibly evaporating into the ether.

‘I can well believe it,’ Finn said, vigorously shaking his hand.

Aoife eased the men apart. Meanwhile, Barry Duggan, climbing down from his car, was still bulling. As he entered the building he roared across at Michael.

‘Just you wait, Dunlop, just you wait.’

‘Ooh, I’m scared.’

‘You go on ahead, Finn. Just need to have quick word with Michael,’ said Aoife.

‘Oh right.’

Thus dismissed, Finn sauntered towards the building while Aoife and Michael huddled in conference. He looked back. So that was Harry’s enigmatic partner. And that was Conor’s vivacious sister. So much time had passed. He had never really noticed her when they were younger. Well, that was not strictly true. But a three- or four-year age gap had seemed chasmic back then, unbridgeable. Besides, there was an unwritten rule that sisters were off-limits. He remembered her then as being warm and playful and assured. Not to mention headstrong. In that regard, it seemed that she hadn’t changed much.

The choir was already in full swing. Straining an ear, he discerned to his surprise a rather upbeat version of the Nirvana song ‘Smells like Teen Spirit’, accompanied by a somewhat unexpectedly jaunty piano. Whether it was the tension in the car park, or the encounter with Aoife, or the jarring music, he had a strange feeling in his bones that this was going to be no ordinary night.






Chapter 5

Finn, in his youth, like most of the boys in town had messed around inside the workhouse before it was restored. It was there he’d had his first drink. And his first kiss – no, not with Aoife. It had actually been, now that he thought of it, with Aoife and Conor’s older sister, Neasa, during a game of spin-the-bottle. Conor didn’t speak to him for weeks afterwards.

A listed building, it had been erected in 1841, according to the date stone above the Tudor-arched double doors. Although the workhouse was by a stretch the most substantial and handsome structure in Abbeyford, it was tucked away on a side street, the old Graiguenamanagh Road, unseen by the coach-loads of tourists who, after visiting the Cistercian abbey outside the town, stopped for sandwiches in Deevy’s on John Street. On a five-acre plain on the less populated west side of the river, it was a bit unorthodox architecturally and thus pleasing to Finn’s ever-questioning eye. Built in dressed limestone blocks of different shapes and sizes and varying hues of grey and brown, it was, by Finn’s count, thirteen-bayed and two storeys tall except for a protruding double-fronted gabled end set at right angles to the main block, which was three stories high. The shape of a chaise-longue. The windows were diamond-paned, timber-framed and in his opinion tweely painted red. On many of the sills there were window boxes teeming with geraniums, lobelia and petunia, the profusion of colour giving him a headache.

For a once-foreboding place that used to house up to two thousand destitute people at any one time, it sure had some quirky decorative features including, would you believe, a belvedere. A belvedere in a workhouse! That was a bit incongruous, he thought, if not downright cruel. Like some sort of a sick joke. Even if the former residents, starving peasants for the most part recently evicted from the land, were actually allowed to avail of the vista – big if! – they wouldn’t have had the strength to climb the stairs! What would you see from that eyrie now, he wondered, ever the adventurer.

There was nothing wrong with Finn’s sense of direction. Turning right at the end of the corridor to the left of the reception desk, he soon found a likely staircase that led to the viewing point. Facing east, beyond the willows and limes and oaks that lined the Barrow, he saw the grand old grain stores and flour mills on the far quayside of what was once a great river port; downriver to the south, its sails billowing in the gentle breeze, he could see the Lady Jane, a restored famine ship from the 1840s that once transported thousands of stricken townsfolk to America and was now a remarkably popular tourist attraction; and there was the town, handsome from his current perspective, rising steeply towards St Mary’s Church on Butler’s Hill; behind that, beyond the remnants of the old Anglo-Norman walls, he couldn’t fail to notice the futuristic waste incinerator that dominated the skyline. Aesthetically, it was beautiful in its way, a gleaming windowless rhombus, like a giant, upturned foil container. The smoke from its twin pencil-thin chimneys rose into the early evening sky.



Rehearsals were held weekly in meeting room 2 which, he din’t need to be told – such was the gusto with which the choir were now singing ‘Sweet Child o’ Mine’ – was at the end of the corridor to the right of the reception area. The old refectory apparently. There were about thirty-five people in attendance, the numbers swollen by rumours of Finn’s appearance. People who’d never met him wanted to have a good look at him in the flesh. Tip-toeing into the room, it delighted his heart to see his mother in such raptures among the altos. As a district health nurse covering a wide area, and not bound by such petty conventions as a working day, she’d never had much time to pursue such pleasures before her retirement.

Happiness held her sheet music before her although he doubted Maura could see it. Since the fall, Maura’s peripheral vision was seriously impaired and, despite her protests to the contrary, she wasn’t able to read.

The otherwise irascible Happiness seemed to have infinite patience when it came to his mother. Last night, Maura hung on her every word as she read aloud a few chapters of a Golden Age detective novel. Finn himself, the guts of a bottle of mediocre Spanish red to the good, was equally riveted. He was not just drawn in by the ingenious puzzle at the heart of the plot but by Happiness’ utter conviction in the telling. To say her narration was animated was an understatement. Of course, it should be noted, almost everything Happiness said sounded dramatic.

‘You do not put eggs in the fridge.’

She’d scolded him after breakfast that morning. Coming from her, that pearl of wisdom sounded like the third secret of Fatima. With her precise articulation and hypnotic West African phonetics, she emphasized every key moment of the story, every word. Whether Happiness read the book out of duty or pleasure, whether it was for Maura or herself, he couldn’t say. Either way it had a remarkable effect on his mother.

Over her glasses, his mother’s keeper lasered Finn with a look of disdain, as if to say she was disappointed but not at all surprised by his late arrival.

Apart from Aoife, a wavering alto, and her friend Michael, a countertenor by the sounds of it, and supremely confident too like all countertenors, he didn’t know many of those present. The bestubbled entrepreneur Barry Duggan, a rasping tenor, was there of course, furiously rubbing the ice-cream stain on his expensive, voluminous pants with a babywipe as he sang. Alongside Aoife, he saw the sultry Cher lookalike with the bangles, a watchful woman, presumably Barry’s wife, in a figure-hugging tracksuit more wisteria than lilac, and possibly more suited to dance class or kick-boxing than choir practice, a lady whose voice fell somewhere intriguingly between an alto and a soprano.

Finn caught the eye of a bespectacled teddybear of a man in a cord jacket. It was the unmistakable figure of Harry Boyle, a bass. Harry was now a doctor, a beloved GP in town, and a bass since he was about eight years old. He gave Finn a big wave. Always quite a theatrical chap, the irrepressible Harry and he had been inseparable in primary school.

From his position just inside the door, Finn further scanned the room looking for more familiar faces. Somewhat aloof behind a host of sopranos stood Harry’s ex-wife, Fionnuala. Under a severe bob, she was as ever elegantly dressed in a navy-blue blazer and matching skirt, the collar of the jacket rounded in a vintage style and the buttons round and plump softening an otherwise business-like image. She looked like somebody who worked in mergers and acquisitions rather than as a local chemist in a provincial town. Fionnuala didn’t catch his eye.

Rather than stand apart from the crowd, Finn quietly tried to insinuate himself among the tenors but was stopped short by the choirmaster closing his fist and pulling it downwards in a stagey motion. Everybody stopped singing apart from Michael, who continued falsetto for the craic.

‘Ay ay ay ay ay ay, where do we go now, where do we go… oo… oo…?’

‘Prick!’ muttered Barry Duggan. ‘Always looking for attention.’

‘Duggan!’ Harry Boyle growled in a basso profondo that near shattered the windows. ‘Leave Michael alone!’

‘Gentlemen, please, settle!’ commanded the choir leader, a diminutive bald man called Noel ‘Wolfgang’ Whelan, but more commonly known as Wolfie.

Harry Boyle, a highly strung sort by nature, was a bit agitated. Nervously, he swallowed whole a mini Crunchie bar, wiping his hands on his trousers. Although the situation was tense, Finn smiled. This was pure Harry. Quick to advance and quick to retreat. A cauldron of cortisol, he had a habit of eating when he was nervous, had done ever since he was a child. And he was nearly always nervous.

‘We have a new member, it seems,’ said Wolfie, with only a tiny note of sarcasm in his voice.

‘Oh, please God, no!’ said Maura. ‘Finn can’t sing. He’s a crow.’

Some people seemed to think this was quite amusing.

‘Thank you, mother. I had no intention…’

‘He can play the accordion though. Can’t you, love?’

‘Mammy… please…’

‘He has medals.’

‘Have you any choir experience, Finn?’ asked the choirmaster.

Finn although a lover of music and even, as the exacting quizzers at the Boogaloo in Highgate would surely attest, an authority on music, was definitely not a singer. No. He didn’t even sing in the car. He didn’t even hum.

‘Right, not to worry, what are you? We’re very short of baritones. Let’s start at the lower range,’ said Wolfie, fingering a low G with his left hand. Finn had no idea what he was supposed to do. His leg started to tremble.

‘Relax the shoulders there. Good man. Make an O, a nice big O with your mouth.’

‘Honestly I don’t think it’s—’

‘What do you think, boys and girls?’ Wolfie asked the chorus.

‘Go on, Finn. You can do it.’ Aoife winked at him.

‘Come on for flip’s sake,’ an old woman chimed in. ‘We don’t have all night.’

‘Finn! No!’ cautioned Maura.

‘Thinks he’s too good for us, so he does,’ muttered a buttoned-up tenor.

‘Yeah, too big for his boots.’ Somebody else nodded in agreement.

Wolfie played a selection of notes from the lower end of the scales. Finn, now in a sweat, tried to vocalize the notes appropriately but they all sounded the same and none of them sounded pretty. Singing in public was literally his worst nightmare. He was suddenly back in the school hall, eleven years old, playing Arvide Abernathy in Guys and Dolls. Harry, as Miss Adelaide, brought the house down, as did Aoife’s brother Conor as Sky Masterson. But when it came to Finn’s turn to sing ‘More I Cannot Wish You’, he couldn’t help noticing the parents, teachers and the whole shoal of pre-pubescent boys before him begin to shift and fidget in their seats. Then the shoulders started to shake and the giggling began, a contagion that quickly spread around the room and even onto the stage. Soon the entire audience and most of the cast were in heaps, doubled-up in helpless convulsions. At that point Finn’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. Harry Boyle, to his credit, tried to save his friend’s blushes and finished the song on his behalf. But it was too late. His humiliation was complete. And now, decades later, the kinder members of the choir were looking at the ceiling, trying to rein in the developing merriment. Maura did her best but couldn’t control herself, while Happiness remained her usual impassive self. Mind you she did fold her arms in quiet satisfaction.

‘Better gardener than a singer.’ Aoife said, relieving the tension.

‘Touché.’

Finn could only laugh himself. Small-town Ireland would quickly find a way to pull you back down to earth, not that Finn was unmoored in any way. At least he didn’t think he was. He didn’t have any ‘notions’ about himself, did he? If he did have notions, about his celebrity status, say, or his expertise, he knew well, they’d soon be identified by the notion police, a sizeable force that included most of the population, and that he would soon be unceremoniously disabused of them.

Wolfie rubbed his hand through his non-existent hair.

‘Finn, that’s grand, very good. We’ll let you know when we have a vacancy. Would you mind… eh… putting on the kettle there? Now. Back to the start.’

‘Dum dum dum dum dum dum dum…’

As the choir launched into the Guns ‘n’ Roses classic again, Finn retired to the kitchenette and made himself a cup of tea. There was liquorice root tea and squeezable honey for the more serious singers. One jar had a skull and crossbones label. Ominous, Finn thought, I might give that a miss. He almost slipped on a tiny tube on the floor. It was a stick of lip balm. Orange flavour. Finn threw it in the bin and helped himself to a cup of Barry’s tea. Finn had huge respect for England and the English – he was an Anglophile – but, in his opinion, etiquette and ceremony aside, they didn’t know how to make a decent cup of tea. After centuries in India and East Africa with access to the world’s finest tea fields, you’d think they’d know better.

If anything, Wolfie and the choir had notions about themselves, with their penchant for 90s rock bangers. It was probably a mistake to come home. What was he expecting? What he needed more than anything else was peace and quiet. To be on his own for a while. He had forgotten how claustrophobic the town could make him feel. How small! He loved his mother but felt like a little boy in her presence, slightly naughty and a bit useless. He tried to ring Isabella, more out of habit than necessity. But he knew in his heart she’d already left London.

After about half an hour, the choir took a break. Finn was shooed out of the kitchen by one of the older ladies, Kitty somebody or other, a friend of his mother’s and the attractive woman he took to be Barry Duggan’s wife. The latter smiled at him seductively.

‘I’ve always wanted to meet you! I’m your biggest fan.’

‘Thank you.’

‘You must visit our garden. We have super big plans. I think you are just the man.’ She winked, salaciously, handing him a business card that read MONIKA KOVAČIĆ-DUGGAN, CHARTERED PHYSIOTHERAPIST.

Once the coffee break was over, the singers reassembled. Without any obvious cue from Wolfie they spontaneously embarked on an extraordinarily moving a capella version of ‘What The World Needs Now’. All differences between the various members were set aside. All the troubles and cares of the world were briefly forgotten. Nothing else mattered as the community came together in uplifting song. Their faces were ecstatic. Finn, he had to admit, was envious. How he wished he could sing. How he wished he belonged somewhere. No matter where he was in the world he had always felt between places. Now, on an open-ended career break, not to mention a six-month ‘trial separation’ from Isabella – a fudgy way of saying a permanent split – he’d felt like an interloper in London. And although he’d only been home in Abbeyford for a week or so he still felt like a stranger, a bit of an exotic specimen, like a ghost orchid. He was outgoing and affable by nature. Too outgoing and too affable probably for Isabella’s liking. But his celebrity, a word he had come to loathe, was a kind of force field around him that tended to nip intimacy in the bud. On the one hand it acted as a magnet. People had no problem coming up to him and confiding in him, asking him gardening questions and telling him their whole life story. But it also repelled people from getting too close. He felt sometimes that he was not so much a person as a personality. Maybe it was all in his own head. He was possibly guilty of projecting onto others the idea that they were somehow projecting onto him. Finn wished he had something in his life as transcendent as this. He found himself clicking his fingers in time to the gentle swing of the music until a reproving look from Happiness made him see the error of his ways. Even though he wasn’t directly involved, the song carried him away to what he could only describe as a holy place. It was a perfect moment in time. A group of disparate people sustaining a B4 for what seemed like an eternity. He could only imagine how the choristers themselves must be feeling.

Suddenly, a strange gurgling sound broke the magic spell. Michael Dunlop doubled over in what appeared to be great pain. He was tearing at his throat, as if it was on fire, struggling to breathe. The singing abruptly ceased. Those around him, unsure as to what they should do, moved back to give him space.

‘Typical!’ said Barry Duggan. ‘There he goes again. Always acting the maggot.’

‘For God’s sake. He’s having a heart attack.’

‘It’s just indigestion. Get up, Dunlop, ya clown!’

Within seconds though, Michael had collapsed to the floor, not before convulsing violently, vomiting and evacuating his bowels. Finn noticed a small tattoo on the back of his hand. It was, if he was not mistaken, a bell of some sort. A cowbell.

Murmurs of shock and concern quickly gave way to panic as those around him realized that this was no joke. Michael did seem like the type to perform outrageous pranks but this was definitely not a ruse. Nor was it a health scare, major or minor. Finn could see that his pupils were dilated and he’d been foaming at the mouth. He was, very obviously, now dead. Harry Boyle, surprisingly light on his feet for a big man, bounded over to the now lifeless body.

‘Oh, Michael, Michael! My beautiful boy!’ Harry showered the dead man’s face with kisses. Although a doctor he was evidently too shocked and distraught to even think of giving CPR. That responsibility fell on Aoife, but it was too late. She dutifully went through the motions. After giving it everything she had for ten minutes, Finn took over. To his surprise, Michael’s body already felt quite cool. Curious. And his skin felt clammy. Harry’s ex-wife, Fionnuala, tried her best to console Harry, as did Finn and the others, but he flung himself over Michael’s body and refused to move.

‘What am I going to do now?’ he wailed, a heartbreaking plea matching anything previously heard in the old workhouse, a bird-scattering cry that reverberated high over Abbeyford and the surrounding countryside.
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