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If you leave Dublin in good time and drive in a south-westerly direction you will, after four hours or thereabouts, arrive at a small car-ferry terminal with a little slanting pier – the width, perhaps, of three vehicles – that sticks its toe into the Atlantic Ocean. If you park in the designated waiting area and get out to stretch your legs you’ll be met, as you open the car door, by a wash of pure fresh salt air, by the heartbreaking call of seagulls, by the intermittent slap of water against stone.

If you stand at the edge of the pier and look out to sea you’ll catch a glimpse, on a clear day, of a landmass sitting on the horizon, cradled between the two outermost edges of the bay on whose coastline you stand. If you drive on to the modest ferry when it arrives – every twenty minutes, with room for eight cars – you will cover at a leisurely pace the fourteen nautical miles that separate the mainland from the most westerly of Ireland’s islands, barely seven miles long by four wide.

And if you disembark and drive through the little village, past its two pubs and single hair salon and three cafés and scatter of craft shops and art galleries, if you continue on past the graveyard and the creamery and the holy well, if you ignore signs for the lighthouse and the beaches and the prehistoric remains, and keep to the main artery as it winds upwards towards the highest of the island’s cliffs, you’ll come at last to the end of the road.

And there, two feet or more beyond the safety fence, stuck into the most outlying promontory and pointing straight out into the Atlantic, you will see a sign that looks like any other road sign you’ll have passed along the way. The sign reads, The Statue of Liberty: 3,000 miles, and it has stood on that spot for as long as the oldest islander can remember.

And nobody – not the local county council or any of the island’s three hundred and forty-seven year-round inhabitants – has the smallest idea where it came from.

Welcome to Roone.
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‘Six weeks,’ she said, tipping powder into the drawer of the washing-machine. ‘That’s all it would take.’

Silence.

She slid the drawer shut and turned to look at him. ‘Honey? What do you think?’

Still no response. His back to her, leaning into the radiator as he looked out at the garden, or pretended to. Not much to see in the dark.

She pressed buttons and the washing-machine growled into life and got to work. ‘Forty-two measly days, that’s all,’ she said. ‘What’s that in the grand scheme of things? Nothing.’

‘Hardly nothing.’

She shouldn’t have converted it to days: forty-two did sound like a lot. ‘OK, it’s not exactly nothing. But what’s a few weeks when we’ve got the rest of our lives together?’

The words caused a lick of delight inside her. The rest of their lives: thousands of days ahead of them. She wiped down the draining-board and squeezed the dishcloth into the sink, smiling at the water that dribbled down the plughole. Smiling at everything, these days, she was. Happy as a pig in muck, she was.

They were getting married. In September he’d asked for her hand in marriage, down on bended knee on the beach, and she’d said yes – no, she’d shouted yes, pulling him up to waltz with him into the oncoming rush of water, laughing at his protests. And next December, on her thirty-fourth birthday, they were going to bind themselves to each other till death them did part.

Years and years ahead of them, barring any nasty accidents or diseases. Assuming that neither of them crossed paths with a crazed gunman or boarded a plane that was destined to have an encounter with a tall building.

‘Promise me we’ll always travel together,’ she said, reaching behind to untie her apron. ‘In planes, I mean.’ If she was going to be flown into a skyscraper she wanted him right there next to her, squeezing her hand all the way to eternity.

He turned. ‘What?’

She often puzzled him, poor love. She dropped the apron on the draining-board and regarded him happily. ‘Oh, nothing,’ she said. ‘Just thinking out loud.’

Look at those cat-green eyes, that adorably full bottom lip, the silky muddy-blond hair that just begged to be tousled. Look how lucky she was, the luckiest girl on Roone.

They were different, oh, just about as different as two people could be. He was the cautious one, always planning for the future; she liked diving into days without a plan.

Her wardrobe was full of things that didn’t go with any other things. He shopped for clothes once a year, with a list; he was lost without a list. She regularly ran out of phone credit. He had new toiletries waiting when the old ones were still a quarter full.

He frowned at her; she laughed at him. He didn’t get the way her mind skipped ahead of itself sometimes, darting from one idea into another without waiting for anyone to catch up. He was more the one-logical-step-at-a-time kind of person – which meant, of course, that he was ideal for her. She needed somebody logical in her life, to grab her when she veered too far off course. They were the perfect match, polar opposites irresistibly drawn towards each other.

Tim, of course, had been scandalised when Nell told him she’d bought the first house she’d looked at, three years earlier at the ripe old age of thirty. It had belonged to Seánín Fionn, seventh son of a seventh son, and recently deceased after eighty-seven years of healing that no doctor could achieve, or explain.

The house was in need of much redecorating – Seánín Fionn’s interests had lain beyond wallpapering and painting – but as soon as Nell had stepped through the peeling front door she had experienced the strangest rush of well-being, as if she was doing something exactly right. ‘Oh –’ she’d said, causing the estate agent, who’d come all the way from Dingle, to ask if anything was wrong.

‘No,’ she’d told him, her hand pressed to her happily fluttering heart, ‘nothing’s wrong, nothing at all.’

And if she’d had any doubts after that that this was the house for her, they’d been banished by the black and white dog that was still hanging around the property, looking hungry and sad, it seemed to Nell.

‘Is anyone feeding him?’ she’d asked the estate agent. ‘Are you trying to find him a home?’

The young man – whose name, he’d told her, was Brendan, and whose stiff new shirt collar was chafing his neck – was clearly doing nothing of the sort. ‘I’ve had no instruction about the dog,’ he’d said, ushering Nell through to the little sitting room, pushing a bent metal coat hanger out of the way with the shiny toe of his black shoe. ‘He’s not really our concern.’

Not their concern, shivering outside the window, looking in at him and Nell with an expression that said, ‘Don’t you care? Doesn’t anyone care about me any more?’

On the spot she’d made an offer. She’d gone straight from the house to the supermarket for a plastic pouch of dog food, and brought it back to him. She’d torn it open and placed it on the lawn, and he’d gobbled its contents, licked it clean and looked hopefully up at her, tail wagging. A week later she’d signed the contract. Every day in between she’d returned to the garden with her dinner leftovers, and rashers stolen from her mother’s fridge.

A month later, having kept up the daily feeds, she’d got the keys and moved in with a stack of books, a microwave and a camp bed. Her new neighbour, whom she already knew, of course, this being Roone – and who’d also, she discovered, been on dog-feeding duty – had told her that the animal was called John Silver, and Nell had been happy to leave that unchanged. It was perfect for him, with the black patch around his right eye. They’d taken to each other wonderfully.

And from the start, it was as if the house had accepted Nell too. She’d lain in her camp bed at night, deliciously drowsy, smelling the fresh paint and wood varnish that no amount of open windows would banish – it would leave when it was good and ready – and she’d felt safe and cherished, and truly at home. Maybe it was Seánín Fionn, sending gentle good wishes from whatever dimension he’d travelled to.

‘I can’t believe you bought the first house you saw,’ Tim had said. ‘You didn’t even look at any others?’

‘I loved it as soon as I walked in,’ Nell had told him, ‘and it loved me back. And this is Roone, remember; I could have been waiting ages for another to come up. And, anyway, this house had a dog going with it, and he needed me.’

Tim had opened his mouth again, no doubt to put forward another argument. Nell had felt obliged to put an end to it by kissing him.

And now here she was, trying to plan ahead for once, like he was always telling her to do. You’d think he’d be delighted, but he wasn’t showing an ounce of enthusiasm. Clearly, more work was needed, which didn’t bother Nell at all. She had a history of getting her own way with him.

She brushed a scattering of crumbs from the tablecloth into her hand. ‘Houses around here are getting four hundred euro a week in July and August,’ she said. ‘Two bedrooms, just like this one. In six weeks we’d make well over two thousand euro.’

‘We don’t need two thousand euro,’ Tim said. ‘You know I’ll pay for the wedding, I’ve said I will. You know I can well afford it.’

‘And you know I’m not going to let you,’ she replied, ‘because I’m stubborn and independent, and all those other things you love about me.’

‘I don’t love everything about you.’

She adored the huskiness a head cold gave to his voice. She walked over to him and slid an arm around his waist. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said softly, standing on tiptoe to kiss his chin, ‘you do.’

He didn’t care what kind of a wedding they had, or honeymoon. He’d get married in this kitchen if she’d let him, and book into a B&B in Ballybunion for a week afterwards – and lovely as Ballybunion was for a summer afternoon stroll along that magnificent beach, Nell was aiming a bit higher for her honeymoon. As high as Barbados, maybe, or Bali.

‘Come on,’ she said, burrowing into his neck. ‘Say you’ll think about it, at least.’

He sighed. ‘Honestly, Nell, I’d rather not. For one thing – well, the main thing, really – where would we live if a bunch of strangers moved in here? Have you thought about that at all?’

‘Oh, who cares?’ she said. ‘Anyway, that’s only a minor detail for you – aren’t you in Dublin most of the time?’

From Monday to Friday he worked in the capital, and lived in the apartment he’d bought several years earlier, right in the centre of the city. Nell had been to it twice, and had no particular wish to return. Their life was on Roone.

‘I spend every weekend here,’ he said. ‘Are you suggesting we camp out on the beach for six weeks?’

She laughed. ‘I would, no problem – God, it would be fabulous – but I can’t see you sleeping under the stars, even for one night.’

‘Well, I’m glad we’re agreed on that at least. As far as I can see, our only option would be to move in with your folks and, no offence, I’m not sure I’d fancy that.’

‘No …’

She’d already decided that bringing Tim to live in her parents’ house was out of the question. The smallest bedroom had been converted into her father’s office for years, which left Nell’s old room – and she wouldn’t ask them to let her and Tim sleep together in there, not when she knew they wouldn’t be comfortable with it. What she did in her own house they accepted was her business, but under their roof she was happy for their standards to apply.

No need to point that out now, though, when Tim had already vetoed the idea of moving in with them.

‘And James wouldn’t have room for both of us,’ he went on, ‘not that I’d be rushing to stay there either.’

‘I suppose not.’ She’d ruled out James too: his house was small for two, let alone four, although he’d probably have been fine with it, bless him.

‘So what do you suggest?’ Tim asked. ‘And, yes, it does matter to me where we live. It matters a lot.’

She was going to have to break it gently. ‘Well,’ she said, playing with a button of his flannel shirt, ‘I was thinking of that room off the salon.’

He caught her hand. ‘The room off the salon? You’re not serious. It’s tiny – and it’s full of junk.’

‘Actually, it’s not junk, it’s my supplies. But they could be cleared out, we could make it lovely and cosy.’

‘Cosy is the word,’ he said. ‘Cosy enough not to be able to swing a cat.’

She let a beat pass. ‘How long have you been living in this house?’ she asked.

He looked down at her. ‘About … eight months, isn’t it? What’s that got to do with anything?’

‘In eight months,’ she said, ‘you have never once swung a cat. What makes you think you’d suddenly get the urge if we moved out?’

‘Be serious.’ He drew away from her and went to look out into the darkness again. She could feel the disapproval coming off him in waves. He plunged his hands into his pockets, and she heard coins clinking off one another. He always jingled his coins when he was thinking.

‘You sound like Santa,’ she said. ‘Jingle bells.’

He turned to face her. ‘The whole thing is daft,’ he said. ‘I’ve offered to pay for the wedding. You know I can easily afford it, but you insist on doing it your way and, frankly, your way just sounds plain daft.’

‘It’s not daft, it’s … innovative,’ she said, damping down a flick of irritation. ‘Look, try to see the big picture. It’s my wedding day, the only one I’m planning to have, and I’d really love to splash out with a clear conscience. If you were paying for the whole thing I’d feel like I had to watch what I spent, and just once in my life I want to go mad. Just this once.’

He shrugged. ‘Still makes no sense to me,’ he said. ‘You could spend what you like, I wouldn’t care. But this is your house, you’re the boss.’

She resisted the urge to cross the room and slap him, hard. He could be like a two-year-old sometimes. As if she’d lay down the law because the house they shared had her name on the title deeds, as if she’d ever used her ownership of the house to her advantage in the eight months since he’d moved in.

At this stage, she considered it as much his house as hers. He paid half the mortgage and the entire electricity bill, and he’d bought the garden furniture and the bathroom cabinet and the rug in front of the sitting-room fireplace. It was their house in everything but name – and of course she’d change that when she got around to it.

And she wasn’t trying to lay down the law here, for goodness’ sake – she was just attempting to persuade him, in the gentlest way possible, to let her contribute to the expense of their wedding. Because there would be expense, a lot of it.

She thought of the dress she’d seen in a Killarney boutique, how it had slithered down over her bra and pants as if all its life it had been waiting for her to come along and lift it off the hanger. The perfect fit of it, the off-the-shoulder, handmade-silk-flower sexiness of it – not to mention the colour, which was the palest sea-green: how absolutely perfect was that? Who wanted boring white on their wedding day, especially if they were lucky enough to live in a place that was surrounded by the sea?

And the teeny triangular buttons tinker-tailoring down the bodice; triangular, not heart-shaped. Nothing sissy about that dress. That dress had serious attitude.

But attitude didn’t come cheap. Attitude cost almost as much as Nell earned in a month cutting hair – and the bed she wanted them to begin married life in cost almost as much as the dress. And she was pretty sure that the two-week honeymoon she was planning would cost much, much more.

Two thousand euro certainly wouldn’t cover everything – it wouldn’t come close. Tim would still be footing most of the bill, and she had no qualms about that. His computer programmer’s salary was ridiculously high, even during these tighten-your-belt times. He’d easily cover whatever was left after she’d spent the money they’d get from letting the house.

But she still had to sell the idea to him. She approached him again and leant into his back. ‘I know it’s daft,’ she said, sliding her arms around his chest. ‘I know it’ll be a pain. But it’ll make me happy, and it’s the only thing I’ve asked you for since we met.’

‘You asked me to stop wearing white socks,’ he said.

She smiled. They were on the right track: he was lightening up. ‘Yes, I did – but that was for your own good. I’d have had to leave you otherwise, and you would have been heartbroken.’

‘You made me cut my hair.’

‘Again, in your own interest.’

‘And switch to boxers.’

‘Oh, please – ask any woman which she prefers. I can’t believe you got away with those other horrors for so long.’

He turned to face her at last. He cupped her chin in his hand. ‘I wish I didn’t love you,’ he said. ‘Life was so much easier before we met.’

She laughed. ‘Come on, you don’t expect me to believe that. I’m the best thing that ever happened to you.’

He pulled her into his chest. She took that as agreement. ‘We’re getting married,’ she said, pressing against him and closing her eyes, hearing the gentle rattle of his breathing beneath the shirt and the thermal vest, smelling the comforting warmth of the eucalyptus-scented ointment she’d smeared earlier on his chest. ‘It’ll be worth it, I promise. We’ll have the perfect wedding and honeymoon, and I’ll never ask you for another thing.’

‘Can I have that in writing?’

‘You’re joking, aren’t you?’ She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. ‘I’ll show you the website I found. It’s very safe. We can dictate all the conditions, say what’s allowed and what’s not. Pets or no pets, that kind of thing. And no smoking, obviously.’

‘Smoking?’ he asked sharply, drawing back. ‘We could get smokers staying here?’

Damn. Three steps forward, two back.

‘No, we couldn’t. We’d make it clear that smoking in the house wasn’t on. People are used to it now – everyone goes outside to smoke. That wouldn’t be a problem at all.’

It was two days before Christmas. In just under a year she would stop being Nell Mulcahy and start being Nell Baker. She loved the idea of taking his name and making it hers – and Mrs Baker sounded so cosy. Mrs Baker had rosy cheeks and wore a checked apron and made the best apple tarts in town. All the children loved Mrs Baker because she gave them homemade lemonade and chocolate-chip cookies when they called round.

‘Do you think children prefer chocolate-chip cookies or cupcakes?’ she asked.

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

‘So,’ he said, ‘you’re proposing that we both squeeze into that tiny room at the weekends.’

‘Well, if you really hate the thought of it you could ask James if you could stay with him. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.’

They weren’t close, not the way Nell imagined two siblings should be. At forty, James was five years older than Tim. He lived with his son in a house that had been built as a holiday home, with small rooms and little storage space, but he and Andy seemed to manage fine. And they had three bedrooms, so there would be room for Tim.

‘You could talk to James,’ she said. ‘Just put it to him and see how he reacts.’ It wasn’t as if they didn’t get on, they were just very different. ‘But I’d miss you.’

‘Would you?’

‘Course I would.’

Nell and James got on wonderfully well. He was quieter than Tim, and creative where Tim was logical. He painted houses around the island and beyond, and occasionally he worked behind the bar in Fitz’s. And when he wasn’t painting walls he painted canvases, with considerable skill. His work was on sale in various locations around the country – including, of course, the island’s two art galleries – and Nell had a small collection on display in her hair salon. When she and Tim had got engaged James had presented them with a view of the old harbour which was quite beautiful, and which hung above their bed.

‘OK,’ Tim said.

She drew back to look into his face. ‘OK? OK what?’

‘We can try the little room,’ he said. ‘We can give it a go.’

‘Only if you’re sure,’ she said, trying not to look triumphant.

She’d won. She’d got what she wanted. They were on the way to the perfect wedding, followed by the bit where they got to live happily ever after. Mr and Mrs Baker and their large, cheerful family. She planned at least four children, as close in age as she could manage. More, if the humour took her. The biggest family on Roone they might have. ‘I don’t know how Mrs Baker does it,’ everyone would say. ‘All those children, and still managing that hair salon and baking all those apple tarts.’

Tim sighed deeply. ‘I think,’ he said, ‘it’s going to be a long summer.’

‘Not at all,’ the future Mrs Baker replied, smiling up at him. ‘It’ll fly by. Wait and see.’



Katy –

Big news: we’re letting the house for the summer! Well, just for six weeks, which should net us over two grand, would you believe? Looks like I’ll get the wedding of my dreams after all! Tim not bowled over with the idea but going along to keep me happy, bless him. So in January we’ll register with a holiday-home letting website and see what happens – watch this space! Hope all’s well, happy new year, let’s hope it’s a good one!

N xxx

Nell

Letting the house, great idea – maybe I’ll book it myself and FINALLY get to meet you! Keep me posted – and on all the wedding
plans, of course. I’m back at work already, no rest for the wicked, but there’s a big company party planned for the 31st,
so I’ll be ringing in the new year with a splash … and hopefully not holding my head for too long afterwards! Happy new year
to you and Tim,

K xxx
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‘They’re asking for a security question,’ Nell said. ‘They want the name of my first best friend, or my mother’s maiden name, or my favourite movie star.’

‘I should choose my mother’s maiden name,’ Walter replied. ‘The others are all subjective, whereas that one is a constant. You won’t be trying to remember which person you decided was your best friend, and so on.’

‘True.’ She clicked on the mouse and began to type. ‘Should I write Fitzpatrick with a capital “F”?’

‘Oh, yes. Write it exactly how you always do, and that way you won’t be wondering.’

She smiled at him. ‘I knew you’d be the best person to help me with this.’

Walter wondered privately why she didn’t regard her fiancé – who was, after all, far more au fait with computers than Walter – as the most suitable person to help her fill in a form that was located on a computer screen, but he held his tongue. No doubt she had her reasons.

‘Right, property description – there’s a checklist. One bathroom, two bedrooms, zero en-suites, zero cots available for infants, number of seats in dining room —’ She looked up. ‘I don’t have a dining room.’

‘In that case, put in the number of seats in your kitchen,’ Walter said. ‘Wherever you eat, I should think.’

‘Oh, right. We have only four kitchen chairs – but I could borrow one or two from Mam and Dad. Then again, the house only sleeps four.’

‘Perhaps your couch could sleep a fifth?’

She looked doubtful. ‘Well, we have had the odd pal spending the night on it, but only for a weekend, and they weren’t paying. I’m not sure I’d fancy sleeping on it myself.’

‘I should leave it at four then.’

‘Yes, four is plenty, so four chairs will do.’ She scrolled down. ‘Maximum number of people accepted – four.’ She stopped again. ‘Does four sound too few, though? Am I limiting my chances of getting people?’

‘Not at all. A couple, or a couple and two children, or a small group of friends. Plenty of scope, I should think.’

‘OK, four it is then … Next is external features. What external features have I?’

‘Patio with furniture,’ Walter offered. ‘Front and rear landscaped gardens.’

‘Doesn’t sound very exciting, does it? Maybe I could get a barbecue. Must ask James where he got his … Right, here’s a box for additional information. What can we add?’

‘Scenic island location. Adjacent to beautiful beach.’

‘Is half a mile adjacent?’

‘Absolutely. Walking distance to village with shops, pubs, cafés. Numerous walks, suitable for cyclists, tourist attractions such as lighthouse, prehistoric remains, holy well—’

‘Slow down.’ She tapped the keys rapidly. ‘Right, holiday type, another checklist. Let’s see … not city, not winter sun, not ski. Yes, beach, yes, relaxing, yes, walking holiday, yes, village, yes, waterfront, yes, seaside. That should do it.’

‘Another sherry?’ Walter asked, sneaking a look at the clock on the opposite wall.

Nell shook her head. ‘Better not, thanks … Sports and activities, oh dear, no horse riding, no golf, no tennis, no skiing, no pony trekking – oh, thank goodness, fishing, cycling, surfing, walking. I thought I wasn’t going to be able to tick any of the boxes.’

They made their way through arrival details, availability and rental rates, and then Walter decided the time had come to speak up. ‘In fact,’ he said apologetically, ‘it’s getting on for one o’clock, so perhaps we’d better—’

‘Lord, it’s not, is it?’ Nell flipped the laptop closed. ‘Sorry, Walter, I lost track. Come on, I’ll grab my books and meet you outside.’

The mobile library visited Roone every Monday and parked on the main street for two hours from eleven till one. Nell and Walter rarely missed a visit, being equally greedy bookworms, even if Walter’s literary tastes ran more towards gardening and biographies, and Nell favoured whodunits and historical romances.

Nell covered the mile to the village in her yellow Beetle far too quickly for Walter’s heart, but thankfully, the night’s subzero temperatures hadn’t caused problems on the dry roads, and they made it safely with minutes to choose their new books. Walter opted to walk home afterwards, saying he needed one or two things in the supermarket.

‘Oh, but I’ll wait for you.’

‘No need,’ he assured her. ‘The walk will do me good.’

‘Well, let me take your books at least, I’ll drop them over later – or will you come to dinner tonight? Oh, do, I’m trying out a beef casserole, with apricots. Come around seven.’

She was the best of neighbours, generous and reliable. He’d miss having her around for six weeks. Not that she’d be gone far, of course – nowhere was far on Roone. And it might be interesting to have new faces across the stone wall from him, just for a little while.

He walked along the village street, humming the first few bars of ‘Three Little Maids From School Are We’, and wondering what business apricots could possibly have in a beef casserole.




‘Tim,’ his boss said, ‘how’s the Dickinson job coming along?’

Tim clicked an icon on his screen and a new dialogue box popped up. ‘Fine. Should have it for you by end of play on Thursday.’

‘Any hope of a bit earlier? I’ve just had a call from Liam Heneghan at Slattery’s – a few of them are coming in to talk to us first thing on Wednesday about overhauling their system, and you know they always want things done yesterday.’

Earlier than Thursday would mean late nights from now till he delivered. The price you paid for a fat salary. ‘No problem.’

His boss vanished. Tim slid open his desk drawer and took out the sandwich he’d bought on his way to work. Crab and cucumber on rye, same as he always got. Routine soothed him the way the sea seemed to soothe Nell. He pressed the intercom button.

‘Yes.’ As usual, his secretary sounded as if he was an inconvenience to her day, but her superb organisational skills made him put up with her.

‘I’ll take a black coffee, please.’

She disconnected without a response. Tim opened the cardboard box that housed his sandwich, still studying the screen. Below his third-floor window cars passed in unending jittery lines. Horns blared constantly, drivers rushing to appointments, impatient with anyone who got in their way.

He loved it all. He thrived on the pressure, the fast-paced feel of it. He bit into his sandwich and tapped in rapid bursts at his keyboard. When his coffee arrived he barely looked up. Sorting out system glitches, devising new programs to ensure that companies ran smoothly, this was what he was good at, why they paid him a laughably high wage. Some days he didn’t have time to think of Nell, so heavy was his workload. When she did cross his mind, when he pictured her in the hair salon, or rowing around the harbour in her little boat, it was with a sense of unreality, as if Roone existed only in his imagination. A wonderful fantasy undoubtedly, but a fantasy nonetheless.

And try as he might, he found it desperately hard to imagine what it would be like when he lived there all the time.



‘I was thinking of a buffet.’

Henry Manning, third-generation proprietor, manager and general dogsbody of Manning’s Hotel, peered at Nell over the top of his green-framed glasses. ‘A buffet? At the end of December? Really, Nell?’

‘Well, a hot one, of course.’

‘Yes,’ he said doubtfully. ‘Hot.’

‘It’s just that you could fit in more people, couldn’t you, with a buffet?’

The buttons on Henry’s flowered waistcoat strained slightly in their buttonholes as his chest advanced in Nell’s direction. ‘Well, of course, our dining room can accommodate eighty-eight comfortably, and we can always manoeuvre things to squeeze in another table or two. How many guests were you actually thinking of inviting?’

Might as well come out with it. ‘It could be about two hundred and fifty, Henry.’

To give the hotelier his due, the only indication that Nell’s response had alarmed him in any way came from his pencil, whose point, resting against his clipboard, snapped. Henry waved away the graphite fragments and adjusted his glasses. ‘I see. Two hundred and fifty.’

‘I know it’s a lot,’ Nell said hurriedly, ‘but there are so many I’d love to invite.’

She wanted them all there – she’d bring the whole of Roone to the wedding if she could. She wanted as many people as possible to share her happiness, to see how perfect a married couple she and Tim were going to be.

Henry regarded her over his glasses. She remembered him standing in the hotel lobby the day she’d made her first holy communion, presenting each child who entered with a silver balloon that said Congratulations.

‘Of course we’ll certainly do everything we can to make sure you have the day you want,’ he said. ‘If you need us to feed two hundred and fifty, it will be done.’

Poor man was probably having palpitations at the thought. Nell thanked him warmly, promising to come back as soon as she and Tim had final numbers. Tim’s guests were few, which was just as well – his mother, James and Andy, and a small handful of cousins.

Outside the hotel the frosty air sliced into her lungs. So calm the sea was today, as still as a mirror, reflecting the milk-white sky. She looked across at the mainland, imagined the miles and miles of tar and cement and whatever else that separated her from Tim. Dublin was another world.

She untied John Silver’s leash from the bicycle rack and they set off for home.



‘So, how’s the new term going?’

Her father turned a page of his Time magazine. Thank goodness for Walter, or her customers, male and female, would be limited to Hello! and Marie Claire. ‘Fine so far. Things don’t generally start to drag till February.’

Nell bent to snip at the cat hairs on his neck. ‘And then you have the mid-term, and St Patrick’s Day not long after that.’

‘True, won’t feel it. Any bald patch back there yet?’

‘No, you’re lucky. Poor Jimmy Cullen has started, and he’s not even thirty.’

‘Jimmy Cullen … I don’t think he ever came to school for a full week. He spent more time on the sea than in the classroom.’

She laughed. ‘You’re such a principal. And hasn’t he done fine, with his little bait-and-tackle business now? Mind you, I’ve never once got a tip from him, so maybe he didn’t learn all he needed.’ She straightened. ‘There, that’s you done.’

As she swept off his cape and handed him a clothes brush the salon door opened and her next customer came in.

‘Look at that for timing,’ Nell said, taking Denis’s empty cup from the ledge under the mirror. ‘Tea or coffee for you, Nora? I’ve a lovely cake today, apple cinnamon, made with Walter’s magic apples.’

‘Aren’t you terrible, to be tempting us like that. I’ll have tea, love, lots of milk, one sugar.’ Nora lowered her supermarket bags to the floor and dropped her scarf on the back of the nearest chair. ‘Isn’t it a shocking cold day, Denis?’

‘Desperate altogether,’ he agreed, lifting his overcoat from its hook and opening his wallet as Nell returned.



‘The house is up,’ she said. ‘Walter helped me.’

‘That’s good … How’re things otherwise? Any news?’

‘That’s it? Have you nothing else to say about it?’

‘What else is there to say? You’ve put the house on the website, end of story.’

‘You could show a bit more interest. You could ask if anyone had viewed it.’

‘Has anyone viewed it?’

‘I don’t know. There doesn’t seem to be any facility for checking that. But you could have asked.’

She heard his deep intake of breath. She imagined the look on his face. ‘I’ve gone ahead and booked the hotel,’ she told him. ‘Henry didn’t quite faint when I said two hundred and fifty guests, but he looked like he wanted to.’

‘Nell, are you quite sure you want that many?’

‘Don’t start – we’ve had this conversation. They’re my friends, I want them there.’

‘OK … Anything else?’

‘Mam won a tenner on a scratchcard,’ she told him. ‘She bought five more cards with her winnings, all duds. Dad told her it’s a mug’s game, and she nearly killed him.’

He laughed. ‘I miss you,’ he said.

‘Me too. You will get down at the weekend, won’t you?’

‘Should do, they’re forecasting a thaw tomorrow.’

‘Yes, I heard that. Drive carefully, take your time, last ferry’s not till ten. Love you.’

‘Me too.’



Katy –

One step closer to the perfect wedding – house is gone up on the website this week. My lovely neighbour Walter went through
the horrendously detailed form with me, I decided to spare Tim the ordeal! Fingers crossed that someone will actually want
the house – better spruce it up a bit between now and July. And I booked the hotel for the reception, so that’s sorted too. Hope all’s well with you – isn’t it freezing? Donegal looks fabulous on the
news, but I suppose it’s tough for the people living there. Tim hasn’t been able to get down for the past two weekends, the
roads are so bad.

N xxx

Nell –

Haven’t been home myself in three weeks, simply can’t get there. Dublin is relatively easy to get around, though, one of the many benefits of living in the big city, whatever you say about
it! Great that the house is up on the site – are there photos? I must look it up and check it out! Keep me posted on bookings.
Great news about the hotel being booked, brings it that bit closer. I look forward to getting my invite – imagine, we’ll actually
meet this year!

Keep warm on your little island,

K xxx
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‘Would you like a job?’

Her mother whisked briskly as she dripped oil into a bowl of vinegar, mustard and deep orange egg yolks. ‘What do you mean, would I like a job? In case you haven’t noticed, I already have a job.’

‘I know, but this would be during the summer holidays, just a few hours once a week.’

Moira glanced up, still whisking. ‘I assume this has got something to do with you letting the house.’

‘Yes, it has.’

‘I still don’t know why you won’t just let me and your father help out. Parents are supposed to pay for their daughter’s wedding.’

‘Not any more, not since couples can do it themselves. And I’m determined, so you can save your breath.’

Moira shook her head. ‘You sound like me at your age. So what’s this job then?’

‘I was wondering if you’d like to manage the changeovers every Saturday. I’ll be at work so I won’t be able to. I was asking Hugh at lunchtime if he could think of anyone I could ask, and he suggested you.’

‘Did he now.’ The last of the oil trickled into the bowl. Moira went on whisking as her mix emulsified into a thick, creamy gloop. ‘My little brother is sorting out holiday work for me.’

‘Well, he knew you’d be perfect – and I’d pay, of course.’

‘I should hope so. Get me those jars, would you? So what would this job involve?’

Nell passed across the three waiting jars and watched as her mother began to spoon in the mayonnaise. ‘Well, cleaning the house when one group leaves, getting it ready for the next, meeting them when they arrive and settling them in. That’s it, really.’ She caught a dribble of mayonnaise as it slid down the side of a jar, and brought it to her mouth. ‘Mm, hope one of those is for me.’

‘It is, of course, and you can bring one to Walter and tell him his egg yolks are in it. So I’d be making beds, hoovering, washing floors.’

‘That kind of thing, yes.’

Moira brought her empty bowl to the sink. ‘And Saturday is the changeover day.’

‘Well, that’s what most of the other properties on the website were putting so I just went along with it. Mind you, as nobody has attempted to book the house yet, that may change – or it may never happen, I suppose.’

‘Oh, I’m sure it will. It’s early days, most people don’t think about summer holidays till Easter. And Roone is always popular in the summer.’

‘Hope you’re right.’ Nell screwed lids on to the jars. ‘And I’ve said they must be out by eleven, and the new ones can’t come till two at the earliest, so you’d have time enough to get the place clean.’

‘Three hours – yes, that should be plenty for your house, assuming nobody leaves it like a dump.’ Moira took labels from the press and began writing. ‘I wouldn’t mind doing it, I suppose. You said six weeks you’re letting it for.’

‘Yes, no more than six. Tim is showing a distinct lack of interest in the proceedings.’

‘Don’t mind him, he’s only here at weekends. But do you think you’ll cope with living beside the salon? You know you could come here, and let Tim use the other at weekends.’

‘Thanks, Mam, but I’m sure I’ll be fine. Once I tidy up the room it’ll be grand.’

‘You’ll have no shower, though.’

‘No … I might come here, if that’s OK, after work. And when Tim is around he can use James’s shower.’

‘Of course that’s OK – and what about a bed? You could have your own from here.’

‘I was hoping you’d say that.’ Her old bed was a single, so weekends would be a bit of a squeeze, but no need to mention that now. And sharing a single bed with Tim wasn’t something she could imagine objecting to. ‘So you’ll do it?’

‘I will, why not? I’ll be looking for something to do in the holidays.’

Moira worked five mornings a week as secretary in Roone’s primary school, where her husband was principal. The arrangement had been in place for more than eight years, since the old secretary had left the island to get married, and Moira had taken over in the school office, with her husband as her boss – in name, at least. The arrangement, as far as Nell could see, suited both her parents.

‘Now,’ Moira went on, sticking labels to the jars, ‘since the eggs are from Walter’s hens this’ll be fine for a fortnight, so that’s the date I’ve put on it. Make sure you mention that to Walter, in case he doesn’t notice.’

Nell took the two jars. ‘He’ll be delighted.’

‘Will you stay to dinner? We’re having lasagne.’

‘I won’t, thanks – I’m having James and Andy over, I’ve a chicken in the oven. But if you want to put my name in the pot for tomorrow night …’

She hated eating alone. Food was made for sharing, so she did her best to find someone to share it with. Walter from next door was a regular visitor – he repaid her with eggs and honey – and her uncle Hugh often came too, when he wasn’t working behind his bar. Her house, she always felt, was happiest with company around, and so was she.

‘Mind the roads,’ her mother warned, as Nell wrapped her pale pink cashmere scarf – a Christmas present from Tim – tightly around her. ‘After all that rain they’ll be tricky.’

They were lucky on the island. The sea helped to keep things mellow, stopped the roads icing over except on the bitterest of days, softened the rare snow they saw, melted the frost quickly. Just another reason to adore it, as Nell did.

She drove home carefully, avoiding the water-filled ditches, taking the bends gently. As she parked outside her house James’s car appeared from the opposite direction. She stood waiting as he pulled up, hands dug into her pockets against the chill.

‘I hope this doesn’t mean you haven’t started cooking our dinner,’ he said, climbing out.

‘Don’t worry, there’s a chicken in the oven. I had to run something by Mam.’

‘That’s OK then.’ He hugged her briefly, and she caught the tang of white spirit.

‘You’ve been painting.’

He rubbed a hand across his face as they drew apart. ‘I had a shower – did I miss a bit?’

‘No, all gone – I’m just psychic. Hi there,’ she added to Andy, as he came around from the passenger side. No hug: fourteen-year-old boys didn’t hug older women, even if they were going to be related to them by marriage soon.

‘Hey,’ he replied, hunched into his leather jacket, navy beanie pulled low on his forehead. She wondered if he only wore it when he knew he was going to meet her.

‘Hungry?’ she asked, and he nodded, giving her a quick smile.

‘And frozen,’ James said. ‘Are you ever going to let us in?’

Nell turned towards the house. ‘You’re such a bully. I’m telling your brother when he comes.’

‘Yeah, Tim got all the manners in the family.’

When she opened the front door he walked straight into the sitting room and picked up the scuttle to add coal to her simmering fire. Nell loved how familiar he was: it made her feel as if they were already brother and sister – for that’s what they would be in less than a year. The thought made her grin with delight. Her very first brother, and a brand new nephew.

‘Come on,’ she said to Andy, who’d crouched to say hello to John Silver. ‘You can help me make the gravy.’



Nell’s mother was going to be cleaning Nell’s house. He found the thought vaguely unsettling.

‘It’s as much your house as mine,’ Nell kept assuring him. ‘We’re together, we’re sharing everything, right? You’ve taken on half the expenses. So it’s our house, not mine.’

But Tim still thought of it as more hers than his. Not that he didn’t love it – who wouldn’t love a quaint little cottage by the sea? It was just that she’d bought it and done it up, she’d put her mark on it, long before they’d become reacquainted, long before he’d decided that she was the one he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. Maybe in time he’d come to think of it as theirs, but—

There was a tap on the door and his secretary entered. ‘Mr O’Connor would like to see you in his office.’

Tim looked up. ‘Did he say what it’s about?’ His boss didn’t normally ask to see him out of the blue.

‘No.’

‘I’ll be right there.’

He saved what he was working on and put his computer into sleep mode, his mind travelling over recently completed jobs. Nothing amiss, all delivered on time.

The thought of Moira in their house, making their bed, cleaning their bath, going through the kitchen cabinets, didn’t wholly appeal to him. Not that they didn’t get on – he and Moira were fine, no problem there – and they’d be moving anything personal to the attic anyway.

He left his office and made his way down the corridor to Mr O’Connor’s.

Moira wasn’t really the problem, though, was she? The problem was having to move out of the house, handing it over to strangers for six weeks. Who was to say it wouldn’t feel even less like his when he and Nell moved back in?

He straightened his tie and tapped on his boss’s door.



Walter Thompson’s hair was thinning a little on top, but otherwise he was carrying his sixty-nine years well. All that healthy eating, his own best customer for the organic vegetables and fruit he grew commercially, for the beautiful big eggs his happy, feathery hens laid for him, and the sea lavender and apple-blossom honey his bees produced.

And when he wasn’t reading or tending his business, Walter walked. There wasn’t an inch of the island, a grassy hillock, a sandy dune, he hadn’t explored. He’d tramped the lanes and pathways, crossed the beaches, scrambled over the rocks. The only thing Walter didn’t do was swim. Nell had never known him even to paddle.

‘Not my cup of tea,’ he’d say, if anyone questioned him. ‘Prefer to admire the sea from a distance.’

Walter’s father had drowned. Like a lot of island families, including Nell’s, the Thompsons had lost a member to the unpredictable tides that surrounded Roone. The waters of the harbour, facing the mainland, were generally safe, but the rest of the island’s coastline was respected by the most seasoned fisherman – and the west side, looking towards America, could often be wild and forbidding.

‘I hope the hens don’t mind this cold winter,’ Nell said, lathering shampoo into Walter’s hair. ‘Haven’t seen them out and about much.’

‘No, they’re lying low – but laying as usual, thank goodness. Your mother’s mayonnaise is quite delicious, by the way. I must drop in to thank her.’

‘Isn’t it lovely? Much nicer than shop-bought stuff. And it didn’t take five minutes – I was there.’ Nell rinsed away the shampoo and reached for the conditioner. ‘She says she’ll be my caretaker while the house is being let.’

‘Excellent. Now all you need are some tenants.’

‘That’s right. Let’s hope some turn up soon.’ She wrapped a warm towel around his head and secured it with a peg. ‘Now, we’ll let that sink in while I make tea, and you’ll have a slice of honey cake. I used that lavender honey you brought to dinner last week and it’s given it a wonderful flowery flavour.’

‘Sounds quite delicious.’

She hid a smile as she turned away. He still sounded like a country squire, but in the turban he reminded her of a slightly younger Gandhi.



‘Hi there.’

‘Hi – what’s happening?’

‘Not much, really. I had James and Andy over last evening for dinner. Andy must have eaten at least half the chicken.’

Tim laughed. ‘He’s a growing lad … Any bite on the house yet?’

She was pleased he’d asked, even if he was probably hoping nobody would want it. ‘Not yet, early days. How’s work?’

‘Fine, busy … Actually, I have something to tell you.’

‘What?’

‘No, you have to wait till I get there. I have to do it in person.’

‘Oh, come on, I can’t wait two more days. Is it good or bad?’

‘Good – and I’m not telling you any more, so you can stop asking.’

‘You’re such a tease.’

‘I know, sorry.’

‘By the way, did I mention that I’m stark naked right now?’

‘… Are you?’

‘I am indeed, just out of the bath, all warm and rosy.’

Silence.

‘Still there?’ she asked.

‘Still here.’

‘What are you wearing?’

‘Actually, I’m naked too.’

‘… Really? How interesting. Do tell me more.’



Breakfast was silent, as always. Andy crunched Rice Krispies, his eyes fixed on the cereal box. James decided he had to know it off by heart, so intently did he study it each breakfast time.

‘Chilly one,’ he said, topping up his coffee. He didn’t need to get up so early, but he didn’t like the thought of Andy eating alone – even if Andy would probably have preferred it. Anything on after school today?’

‘Nah.’

‘So you’ll be home at four.’

‘Yeah.’

A bus took the Roone secondary-school students across on the ferry each day and drove them to the school, which was about a mile from the pier. On stormy days when the ferry was grounded, the Roone teens were expected to study at home; one of the hazards – or benefits, depending on how you looked at it – of living on an island.

‘I’m at Fitz’s this afternoon,’ James said, ‘so I’ll see you around half six.’

‘OK.’

‘Will you turn the oven to two hundred at six o’clock, and put the lasagne in at ten past?’ Ready-made lasagne, bought yesterday in the supermarket, but better, hopefully, than sausages or fish fingers.

‘OK.’

Engaging Andy in conversation was a bit like talking to a robot, but something drove James on. Maybe it was the need to make some noise, to distract him from the questions he really wanted to ask: Why are you shutting me out? What have I done except try to get us both over the shit that happened? Why won’t you let me in? Can’t you see I’m all you’ve got?

The bus horn sounded outside. Andy dropped his spoon and took his bag off the floor. James had given up asking him to brush his teeth before the bus arrived.

‘’Bye.’

‘Don’t forget your coat. Have a good day.’

Another day, and a morning free to paint. James drank his coffee and listened to the bus pulling away, his mind already on reds and pinks and golds.



‘I am pleased,’ she said.

‘You don’t look it.’

‘No, it’s great, honestly it is. It’s just …’ She trailed off, searching his face.

‘Just what?’

‘Well, you’re still leaving, aren’t you? After we’re married, I mean.’

‘Course I am, don’t be daft. It’s only a promotion.’

‘OK … because you know money doesn’t bother me. I’d rather we were poor and together.’

He laughed. ‘We won’t be poor, my darling. I’ve no intention of being poor.’

‘OK.’ She began to undo the buttons of her blouse. ‘But if you were poor, I’d still love you. Just remember that, in case you lose all your money some day in a … freak financial something or other.’

‘Good to know.’ He pushed her hands out of the way. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘let me help you with that.’



Katy –

Latest development is Mam has agreed to manage the house lettings for me. I’m delighted, because she’ll be brilliant. Still no bookings, but I’m trying not to worry. Tim got a promotion at work so we went out to celebrate on Saturday night, ended up in Fitz’s till all hours – one of the advantages of living a ferry ride from the nearest police station, and having an uncle with a pub! How’s the big city? Any new romance yet?

N xxx

Nell

Congrats to Tim, sounds like a real high flier. Bet he loves getting away from it all to Roone, though. No new romance since Liam, sadly, but there’s always hope … Great that your mother’s on board for the house, everything’s falling into place. I looked it up on the website, by the way – it’s gorgeous, you never told me it was so quaint. That dinky little patio with the view of those hills out the back – and I LOVE the painting over your bed. Did you say Tim’s brother did that? I just might have to meet him …

K xxx
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Nell flew down the stairs and burst into the pub. Two older fishermen seated at the far end of the bar halted their conversation to stare at her. She rushed to the counter, waving absently at them. ‘I got one,’ she said excitedly. ‘I just checked my emails.’

‘Hello to you too.’ James finished topping up the pint of Guinness in front of him and set it before one of the men, who nodded placidly.

Nell almost jiggled with impatience. ‘James, I got a tenant. Someone wants to stay in the house.’

He wiped his hands unhurriedly on a small towel that said ‘Smithwicks’. ‘You didn’t.’ He turned to his two customers. ‘Did you hear that? She got a tenant.’

The men turned identical blank faces towards her. ‘You’re opening a B&B, Nell?’ one enquired.

‘No, I’m letting my house for the summer – and guess what,’ she added, turning back to James, ‘they want it for two weeks. Not one week, but two. Isn’t that fantastic?’

‘It is indeed fantastic.’ He took a small bottle of pineapple juice from the shelf behind him. ‘Here, this might calm you down.’ He poured it into a glass and set it before her.

She ignored it. ‘It’s three adults – two women and one man.’

James frowned. ‘Miss Mulcahy, I hope you’re not bringing that kind of thing to Roone.’

She reached across to slap his arm. ‘James Baker, take your mind out of the gutter – it sounds like a husband and wife, and a friend or a sister or something. Isn’t it great, though? I was beginning to get worried.’

James sipped the juice. ‘And when do they want it?’

‘The last two weeks, July the thirtieth to August the thirteenth. Two weeks booked, only four to go.’ She grabbed the glass from him and drained it. ‘Right, I have to fly I left Maisie Kiely under the drier.’

When she’d gone, leaving behind a whiff of bleach mixed with coconut, the older of the fishermen lifted his new pint and drank deeply. His companion gazed silently into the middle distance, and life resumed its placid mid-afternoon pace in Fitz’s public house.


‘Marian and Vernon McCarthy, and Imelda O’Brien.’

‘Vernon – that’s not a name you hear at all now. I’m guessing he’s a bit older.’

‘Maybe. They’re from Westport.’

‘And you don’t know if they’re related, or what the connection is?’

‘Well, it sounds like Marian and Vernon are married, doesn’t it? But I haven’t a clue who Imelda O’Brien is. A friend, maybe.’

Moira offered the plate of ginger biscuits and Nell took one.

‘Isn’t it great, though? My first booking.’

‘Did they pay a deposit?’

‘They sure did – it’s gone straight into my wedding fund. We must go and look at that dress again.’

‘If it’s still there. I said you should have put a deposit on it.’

‘I couldn’t when I didn’t know if I could afford it – but now I might just go ahead and chance it.’ She regarded the half-eaten biscuit. ‘Probably shouldn’t be having too many of these, if I want to fit into it.’

‘Will you stop – your figure is fine. And the wedding’s not till December.’

‘True. I can starve myself in November.’ She dunked the remains in her coffee. ‘How’s Dad? Haven’t seen him in a while.’

‘Busy. Once the second term gets going it’s always a bit hectic. He’s off to some course tomorrow in Tralee for principals and vice principals.’

‘Be a break from school for him anyway.’ Nell finished her coffee and pushed back her chair. ‘Right, I’d better be off – I’m going for a drink tonight with James.’

Her mother cradled her cup and watched as Nell pulled on her raincoat. ‘It’s a wonder Tim doesn’t get worried, with you and James so pally.’

‘Not at all; he knows well we’re just good friends.’ She bent to kiss her mother’s cheek. ‘See you soon, don’t get up.’

Walking the half-mile of coast road back to her house, watching the white caps on the waves, Nell marvelled once again at how she and Tim had ended up together. She’d barely known him in Dublin: he was just another customer in the alarmingly expensive salon where she’d worked. It wasn’t until she was back living on Roone that they’d been properly introduced, four years after they’d last laid eyes on each other – and it had been Tim’s brother who’d done the honours.

If James hadn’t moved to Roone with Andy, Nell would never have known him, and would probably never have come face to face with Tim again. Strange how things worked out: strange and wonderful.

She quickened her pace as the rain began again.


It was happening. Someone had booked the house. It had taken an effort to sound positive on the phone, but Nell had been so delighted with her news that Tim had felt obliged to try.

‘They’re from Westport,’ she’d told him, her voice bubbling with excitement. He could imagine her face, all lit up.

‘And have they been to Roone before?’

‘Nope, their first trip. Isn’t it great?’

‘Yeah, great.’

Tim yawned as he shut down his computer. Ten o’clock, his third late one this week. He could always work at home on his laptop, but he preferred to keep the two places as separate as possible.

His stomach growled as he walked towards the lift, trying to decide which takeaway to get. Chinese, maybe, or Thai; both were on his route. Or he could phone for an Indian when he got home – he’d have it in twenty minutes.

Roone had no takeaways. If you wanted to eat after ten o’clock, when the last of
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