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for Richard and Andrew


Prologue

3 SEPTEMBER, 1998. 7 am, Dublin, Ireland. Groggily, I reached out and switched on the radio, which was tuned to BBC Radio 4. The first thing I heard was a headline: a transatlantic airliner had crashed into the sea off the coast of Newfoundland. Something like a wave of horrified relief washed over my sleeping conscience. I had a ticket to travel to New York City on 18 September to see my mother and sister, both of whom had apartments in Manhattan. Since the age of eleven, I had been terrified of flying, and had often woken up icy with fear during the weeks preceding a flight. Now, in a ghastly kind of way, I could rest easy. Statistically speaking, if a transatlantic jet had just been lost, well, then, wasn’t mine more likely to get there safely?

The rest of the headlines passed me by, as I drifted back to sleep. The main bulletin led with the plane crash. The carrier was identified as Swissair. The flight had departed from JFK, New York, bound for Geneva. All at once I was wide-awake, my self-centred fantasy shot to hell. The flight was my sister’s flight. She took it regularly, maybe five times a month. Chilled to the bone, I staggered out of bed, tumbled down the hall and hammered on the bathroom door.

Inside, my husband was shaving. He too was listening to Radio 4.

‘The crash,’ I blurted out. ‘The Swissair crash. It’s the flight Patty takes.’

Frank looked at me. ‘Phone her.’

‘What? Get her out of bed at two o’clock in the morning?’ I couldn’t bear the idea of disturbing my hard-working sister. Not if she was asleep. Besides, phone calls in the small hours are unsettling. The last time our phone had roused us had been eighteen months earlier, with news of my father’s death.

Soon, I was dressed and downstairs.

‘What’s got you up?’ my older son asked.

I told him.

‘What are the chances that she was on it?’ he asked.

‘One in five. Maybe one in six.’

Richard nodded. At eighteen years of age, he was calm and sensible. Quite reasonably, he suggested that the odds were in his aunt’s favour. She was probably OK. Soon he was out the door, headed for his summer job as a computer games tester. A few minutes later, Frank left for work too. Our younger child, Andrew, who was nine, sensed that something was wrong. ‘What’s the matter? What are you worried about?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I hope it’s nothing.’

‘But what is it?’ he asked sweetly.

‘Only something that might have happened. I’ll tell you when I find out.’ Andrew was happy with that, so I left him eating breakfast. Up in my study, I took out the telephone directory. I scribbled down the Dublin numbers for Delta (the airline that employed Patty) and Swissair (the airline that she flew for on a code-share agreement). My plan was to telephone both, as soon as I’d left Andrew to school.

By 8 am, we were doing his violin practise together, as we did every morning. A recent week at a Suzuki violin camp had fired Andrew’s enthusiasm – so much so – that he was learning four pieces simultaneously: three lively works by Seitz and the first movement of Vivaldi’s A Minor Concerto. The bright, joyous music filled the living room, but I was in turmoil.

Ten years earlier, I had worried when a Pan Am plane had exploded over Scotland, at Lockerbie, killing all on board and some on the ground. I knew then that my sister only occasionally worked on that particular flight. This time it was different. The Geneva flight was the only flight that Patty took. She had been flying the route exclusively for a couple of years. She loved both it and Swissair. The Swiss penchant for order, discipline and predictability agreed with her. And the Geneva flight was filled with successful people – bankers, diplomats and businessmen – people whom Patty admired, regular passengers she had come to know.

Andrew worked his way through his practise. Outside, I heard the neighbours’ children leave for school. We played a few more bars, then I told Andrew to put away his violin. In the ensuing silence, I heard the answering machine, upstairs in my husband’s study. It was the signal you get at the end of a message, after someone has just hung up. I had been so caught up in the music and my malaise that I hadn’t heard the telephone.

Before I got to the top of the stairs, it was ringing again. This time, it was Frank. Having just arrived at his office, he had logged on to the Swissair website. There was a press release about the crash, but no information about the passengers or crew. There was, however, a Geneva phone number, which I jotted down. I hung up, then pressed the playback button on the flashing answering machine. My mother’s voice, distant but calm, began to fill my head. ‘In case you haven’t heard already,’ the voice said, ‘your sister was on Flight 111. We have lost her.’ Then the message was over.

‘Oh Jesus, Jesus,’ I heard somebody cry, an appalling wail. For a moment I listened, wondering who was making that terrible noise. Then I realised that it was me. Downstairs, Andrew, waiting for school, had begun to play the piano. He was playing from the score of Titanic, a movie that fascinated him. He had chosen the lament, the mournful music that unravels near the end, as a lifeboat rows through countless frozen corpses, bobbing in the sea.

With shaking hands, I rang my husband back. ‘It was my mother on the answering machine. Patty was on the airplane.’


Patty


THURSDAY, 3 SEPTEMBER

Patty, my only sibling, was dead. I knew it as a certainty. When a jet crashes into the sea from cruising altitude, there are no survivors. On the news it had said that wreckage had been found, but no survivors. Besides, it had been six hours since the crash. So even if the impossible had happened, who could live for six hours after a crash into the icy ocean?

‘Come on,’ I said to Andrew. ‘Let’s go to school.’

As we marched along the road, Andrew chattered content-edly about whom he was – or wasn’t – going to invite to his birthday party. I didn’t say much. Andrew absorbed my anxiety. ‘What’s the matter?’ he demanded. ‘I want to know.’ There was no reason not to talk about it now. Anyway, from his questions it seemed that he had worked it out anyway.

‘Did the plane crash?’

‘It did.’

‘Where did it crash?’

‘Into the Atlantic Ocean. Off the coast of Newfoundland.’

‘Is Auntie Patty dead?’

‘Yes.’

‘She might not be,’ he said hopefully.

I thought about the movies that Andrew loved, where heroes and heroines were saved from peril in the most extreme circumstances. In the movies, the good guys can even be brought back from the dead, like in Superman 2, when Superman spins the world backwards to undo Lois Lane’s death, or when Han Solo is defrosted in The Return of the Jedi. ‘Real life isn’t like that,’ I had told Andrew, dozens of times. I had even shown him a picture of Christopher Reeve in his wheelchair, the Superman actor who became a paraplegic after a riding accident.

‘Andrew, Auntie Patty is dead.’

‘But she took me to see Home Alone 3,’ he said persuasively.

‘And can’t Auntie Patty swim?’

‘No one could survive in the cold water.’

We walked along in silence. We were coming to the point where I usually left him to make the final approach to the school on his own.

‘I might cry in class,’ Andrew said.

‘Would you like me to tell your teacher what happened?’

Andrew nodded. So we walked through the schoolyard together. Children were running, laughing and shouting, just like any other day. We entered the school.

‘Is Mrs. Pim around?’ I asked one of the teachers.

‘She’s not in today.’

‘Could I have a word with you then? In private?’

‘Certainly. Just a minute.’

We waited outside the staffroom. On the wall was a map of the world. Andrew wanted to see where the plane had gone down. I showed him New York and Geneva. Then I showed him Newfoundland. ‘Off the coast of Newfoundland,’ it had said on the radio. I had to hunt. The exact location of Newfoundland was not even part of my geographical knowledge (nor was it in fact where the crash had occurred). Eventually, the teacher ushered me inside. ‘My sister died last night in the Swissair plane crash,’ I said. The words hung for a moment in the air, then evaporated.

‘Are you certain?’

‘Yes.’ I was crying a little. I muttered something about this information being relevant to my son’s behaviour, then I left.

I headed back through the wooded area around another school. As I waited to cross the main road, the lollipop lady asked me a question. It barely registered with me.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I can’t answer you now. I’ve had bad news from the States.’

‘Your mother?’ she asked casually.

‘No. My sister. She died in the Swissair plane crash.’

The lollipop lady’s face twisted. The change struck me. Sudden death by plane crash, apparently, was more significant than the loss of a mother.

I hurried home.

By now, it was a few minutes after 9 am. At the Dublin office of Delta Airlines, I got the answering machine. A woman identified herself as Liz, and asked me to leave a message. ‘This is a difficult message,’ I began, then explained that I believed my sister had been the Delta representative on the Swissair flight, and that I needed confirmation. Liz never rang back.

Swissair was next. This time someone answered. I gave my name, my address, and said what I wanted.

‘That’s nothing to do with me,’ the woman said. ‘You can call this number in Geneva.’ She spewed out some digits and hung up. ‘Unhelpful,’ I scrawled on my sheet of paper. And as it happened, her number was wrong. Although I had clearly identified Patty as a crew member, she had given me the number for passengers. Geneva supplied a Zurich number, which I rang. Promptly, a woman confirmed in English that yes, Patricia Eberhart had been on Flight 111, and that there were no survivors.

‘Thank you,’ I said.

I did not cry, because I already knew. I had known for an hour. The death of my only sister, four years my senior, was already part of what I understood about the world. The conversation merely put the seal of authority on it.

The telephone was still in front of me. The most difficult call remained. ‘What am I going to say to her?’ I asked my husband, who had come home, having abandoned work.

Frank shook his head.

What can you say to a parent who has just lost a child? Especially when that parent is your eighty-year-old mother. My hand was on the phone, but I couldn’t dial the numbers. I could-n’t find the words just yet. Five minutes, I thought. In five minutes I’ll do it.

Patty and Mother had been in Dublin the previous Christmas. My mother had insisted on giving me two packs of her Camel cigarettes, although I rarely smoked. But now there was a pit in my stomach, a big, dark hole. So I took a pack of cigarettes from the cupboard where they had been for nine months. I lit up and inhaled. Each drag of smoke flooded into the pit in my stomach, anaesthetising it, creating the illusion of betterment. I smoked the cigarette down to my fingertips, stubbed it out and dialled New York.

It was not yet 5 am in Mother’s apartment. The phone began ringing. I pictured it on its triangular table, next to the chair in my mother’s bedroom. I listened to it ring. It rang and rang. Deciding that I had misdialled, I hung up and tried again. I began counting the rings. Twenty. Thirty. It rang out.

There must be some mistake. Didn’t I know that Mother was in her apartment? Had she not phoned me only an hour ago? Hadn’t she left the message that was still on my machine, the message that Patty was dead? I dialled a third time. My mother was a little deaf, but she always heard the phone. Maybe she had fallen asleep in the living room, on the recliner chair, as she often did. If she was sound asleep in the living room, it was possible, just possible, that the phone in the bedroom wouldn’t wake her.

But how could she have fallen asleep with the raw new knowledge of Patty’s death?

I thought about my mother’s heart condition. A few years earlier, she had gone in for a cataract operation, but the surgeon had refused to operate because her heart was fibrillating. I thought of the terrible shock of losing her daughter, and the eerie calm of the voice on my answering machine. Why was my mother not answering her phone? Had she collapsed in the apartment? Was she dead like my sister? Had her heart exploded in grief ? And why had I waited for five minutes? Why didn’t I know what to say to an eighty-year-old woman who had just lost her daughter? Making that phone call had seemed to be the nadir of despair, but this was even worse.

My mind lurched. What if Mother needed urgent attention and couldn’t get to the door or phone? What if she was in sight of the phone ringing on the triangular table that I could picture so vividly? Who had keys to her apartment? I did, of course, but they weren’t much use three thousand miles away. And Patty’s keys were at the bottom of the ocean. There were no other key-holders.

I phoned again. The ringing was shrill, a controlled screaming in the dark apartment. Only the dead could sleep through such a noise. I was overwhelmed. When I had gone to sleep, I had had a sister and a mother. In a couple of hours, I had lost first one, and now, apparently, the other. And what could I do from across an ocean?

Was there anyone else? Any responsible, reliable person I could mobilise at this ungodly hour on my mother’s behalf ? I racked my brains. My mother had neither the inclination nor the temperament for friends. She did not go to church or to a club, and she found the company of women boring. She never chatted regularly on the phone to anyone except Patty and me.

Neighbours? Although she had lived in the same building for more than fifty years, her neighbours were acquaintances, not intimates. Relatives? She was out of touch with all her blood relatives, but on my father’s side, there were possibilities, and a name came into my head. Considering the circumstances, Henry was not ideal, since he didn’t live nearby. But at least he would be heading for work in Manhattan, and he knew us. Frank got the number from Directory Inquiries, and I dialled, picturing a house where I had never been, a house filled with young, sleeping children. Henry answered, his voice heavy with sleep. He stumbled over his words, scarcely believing what I was saying, then began to cry. What a terrible thing, I thought, to wake someone up with such awful news.

‘It’s Mom that I’m worried about. She’s not answering her phone. I’m afraid that she’s collapsed in her apartment, and nobody’s got a key.’

Henry promised to do something.

I tried Mother again. Nothing but the ringing phone.

Obviously, I had to get to New York, and as soon as possible. But first someone special would be needed to help with Andrew while I was away, someone who could provide love in a difficult situation. I telephoned his godmother. Without hesitation, she agreed.

The phone rang. It was Delta Airlines, calling from America. ‘We are very sorry about what’s happened. We want you to know that we’re here for you. Can we do anything?’

‘Find my mother,’ I said.

‘Leave it with me,’ the voice replied.

A few minutes later the phone rang again. It was – miraculously – my mother! The relief was overwhelming. ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘but I was downstairs in the lobby, talking to some people from Delta. They just wouldn’t let me go. Finally I had to tell them to go home. Of course they wanted to come upstairs, but I wouldn’t let them.’

Come upstairs? I nearly smiled. Of course she wouldn’t let them. Mother loathed letting anyone into her apartment. ‘I should have let you know,’ my mother continued. For a moment, she seemed vaguely aware of the despair that I had felt when I couldn’t get through. In the meantime, her voice sounded robust. She seemed to be her usual feisty self.

‘Your sister and I were like an old married couple,’ she said. The analogy startled me. It was Mother at her most articulate, welding language to insight. An old married couple. What better way to describe her intimate, turbulent relationship with Patty, their habitual bickerings? Gradually, the conversation drew to a close. All I could register was gratitude that they hadn’t both been taken away during those few appalling hours.
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Andrew’s godmother arrived on the doorstep, brimming with support. I smoked a second cigarette while we talked, sucking each narcotising molecule of smoke all the way down to the terrible pit in the centre of my stomach.

The phone kept ringing. Most of the calls were from Delta Airlines: from their headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia; from their offices in New York; and later on, from Dublin. At least two individuals followed up on the first call. ‘Your mother is with our personnel,’ they both reassured me. The Delta people were insistently well-meaning, keen to let me know that I could reach them at all times. Each had three numbers: work, home and mobile, and occasionally a fourth number was on offer, that of an emergency headquarters at the Ramada Hotel, near Kennedy Airport. The people who called me all seemed to be keeping in touch with one another. I pictured busy phones ringing, ringing, ringing, crisscrossing America and the Atlantic Ocean, an industrious network of crisis management in full flow.

More than once, I asked about the recovery of Patty’s remains. I had such a clear vision of her body floating in the waves, that I assumed recovery and identification would be prompt and straightforward.
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On my computer there was an email from Richard. He had sent it as soon as he had gotten to work: ‘CNN’s web site reports that just one Delta flight attendant was on board the flight.’ I knew what Richard was thinking: just one. With thousands of flight attendants, how could that ‘just one’ be Patty? I emailed him briefly: ‘The news is bad. Try to keep happy. Love, Mom.’

He was on the phone within a minute. ‘Is it certain? Is it definite?’

‘I’m afraid so. Be cheerful. What’s the point in being anything else?’
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The pit in my stomach deepened. I smoked another cigarette, my third, drawing in each puff as far as it would go. I went for a walk around the block. It was mild and bright, a lovely day. A charm glittered at my feet. I picked it up. It was an inexpensive little thing: two tiny white doves with spread wings, perched on a double silver band. What did it mean? Two doves, fluttering on linked rings? Why had I found such a thing on such a day?

Back at my desk, I made a list of what needed to be done. It was a long list, and the phone kept ringing.

The day vanished. Frank and I went to collect Andrew, walking hand-in-hand towards the school gate. A recently separated mother stared sardonically. Lovebirds! I could see her thinking. Andrew, however, was delighted by this unprecedented event: both parents collecting him. He chattered without reference to his aunt, but his good humour vanished when he walked into the house and smelled the cigarette smoke. At once, he hunted out the ashtray, discovered the three butts, and became outraged.

I tried to defend the indefensible. I was upset, I explained. The few cigarettes were doing me good. Under the circumstances, he should be a little more tolerant. Foolishly, I lit up. Andrew was unimpressed. He stamped and raged. As far as he was concerned, an individual cigarette was as bad as the habit. Right away, I stubbed out the cigarette, but Andrew would not speak to me. Slowly, I wrapped my mind around the fact that his distress was about more than cigarettes. It was also about the awful thing that had happened. Andrew’s nine-year-old world had become unpredictable, and he was frightened.
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‘No, I can’t travel tomorrow,’ I said to Delta’s senior representative in Dublin, who had pencilled me in on the next day’s flight. My list was long, and still growing.

‘Saturday, then,’ he said, suggesting a return flight five days later. His voice had a solid American drawl. He sounded large and clean-cut. I could picture his short hair, his dark suit and white shirt, his clean-shaven face.

A return flight five days later?

My mother was eighty years of age. She had heart trouble. Her breathing was roughened by six-and-a-half decades of cigarettes, and she had had a touch of skin cancer. Her beloved first child, with whom she found completion as ‘an old married couple’, had just perished violently and unexpectedly. Her husband had died eighteen months earlier, after years of dementia. And I was to pop in to offer a few days’ consolation?

‘My mother is going to need a lot of support,’ I said politely. ‘I’ll return in a month.’

‘Fine,’ the man from Delta said. ‘And would you like to bring anyone with you?’

Unknownst to him, the question was an awkward one. Mother’s objection to people in her apartment included my husband. He had slept there only once, twenty-two years before. Immediately afterwards, my mother had thrown out the spare bed. ‘You married him,’ she had said. ‘I didn’t.’

I realised that Delta was offering to put Frank into a hotel. Grateful, I suggested dates for his travel. My mother had already insisted that we weren’t to travel on the same plane.
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I made dinner for the boys. My mind was filled with the difficult task of telling Frank’s mother what had happened. Sybil, a widow, was hospitalised with depression, and the news of Patty’s death was likely to distress her. As Frank and I drove to the hospital, I had an idea. We could try putting it to her in a way that might pull her out of herself.

Sybil was in bed. ‘We’re going to need your help,’ I said. ‘You’re going to have to be strong for us.’ We smiled, holding her hands, and asked if she had watched the news on television. She had. I said it out then, that Patty had died in the plane crash. Sybil struggled to understand, to relate the television images to my sister, whom she liked. As the realisation sank in, my mother-in-law began to weep, a pathetic, weak sobbing.

We stayed a while longer, talking cheerfully. Before leaving, we asked the nurse to keep a watchful eye on her.

On the way home, we stopped for a meal. Dinner in the house would have been punctuated by the phone ringing. An hour together, beyond reach, was an oasis.
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Andrew was in bed. I gave him a kiss and a squeeze, snuck downstairs, and surreptitiously lit another cigarette, my fifth. I needed it. I was about to watch the news. I inhaled like a vacuum, sucking in the smoke as far as it would go. They were talking about smoke on the television too. Minutes before the crash (which had occurred, in fact, off the coast of Nova Scotia), the captain of the MD-11 had reported smoke in the cockpit. Those who had heard the plane were interviewed. One described the scream of ailing engines. Another, the sound of the impact, a shattering blast, although the plane had come down five miles offshore. Then a short clip flickered before my eyes: men in orange jackets unloading a body bag onto a wharf.

Was it Patty? I wondered.
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Exhausted, I fell into bed and slept at once. Soon I was awake again with cramps. I got up and moved my bowels. My stomach still hurt. I dozed. A few minutes later, I was up again, amazed by the copiousness of what I produced. My gut was sour; there was an unpleasant chemical burn. The pain prevented sleep. I tossed and turned. All I could think about was the image of a huge plane settling into the sea. I saw the cold, black water seeping in; I felt the silence and the dark.

In the toilet, I expelled yet more foul sludge, quantities of it. Yet nothing relieved the sour, chemical burn.

Back in bed, I switched on the radio, using my earphones so as not to disturb Frank. I lay there in pain, listening to the soothing tones of BBC’s World Service. The news came on. The Canadians, I heard, had still not given up hope of survivors. I thought of Patty: of her dogged persistence; her wilfulness; the unbending strength of her character. She gave nothing up easily. She would have hung on to life until the very nanosecond that it was wrenched away. But she was dead. I had no illusions, no hopes. They were all dead, every man, woman and child who had boarded the plane in New York.

‘No survivors,’ the woman in Zurich had said, after she had confirmed, six hours after the crash, that Patty was on board.

Where, exactly, were the Canadians looking for survivors? Did they imagine that a herd of dolphins had rallied to the scene, towing passengers to shore? Or did they conceive of the submerged aircraft as a giant air pocket, which allowed people, warmly wrapped in Swissair blankets, to breathe beneath the waves? Yet what else could they do, but put a gloss on it, look for hope in the face of hopelessness? ‘Try to keep cheerful,’ I had said to Richard. ‘We’re going to need your help,’ I had told my mother-in-law.

I went to the toilet again. When I got back into bed, I was shivering uncontrollably. I was furious with myself. How dare I shiver with cold when I was alive, in my own bed, in my own house when, only the night before, my sister had died in the cold, black sea? Now that would have been a slimy, terrifying cold, the kind that would squeeze the heart and burst the lungs. So what right had my pampered body to complain?

I got up again. It was hard to believe that the length of my gut could hold so much. What’s more, the chemical burn was getting worse, spreading upwards through my oesophagus into my mouth. Suddenly, I figured it out. The cigarettes were to blame, the five cigarettes that I had smoked to anaesthetise myself. Their nicotine and other chemicals had provoked my healthy body to defend itself, and expel the poisons.

Andrew’s deep sense of justice would be satisfied. He would say that it served me right.

FRIDAY, 4 SEPTEMBER

Knowing that I had been awake all night, Frank took Andrew to school. I fell asleep at last, and was out for the count when the phone rang. It was the rector who taught religious education at Andrew’s school. He was full of sympathetic questions, but answering proved difficult. My words were squeezed out in a thick, slurred voice. I told him that Patty had been working on the flight as a senior attendant, and that twenty minutes had elapsed between the first report of smoke and the crash. Already, I was focused on the notion that activity had absorbed her. How much better, I thought, to be busy helping others, than to be strapped in a seat waiting to die.

I asked the rector what time it was. I thanked him for waking me up; my list was waiting.

I was still cold. I switched on the heating, climbed back under the covers with the telephone, and began to extricate myself from my teaching commitments. At the same time, spoonful by medicinal spoonful, I munched through a small bowl of cereal, my sour stomach protesting. With each phone call, my grip on reality weakened. Everything that I said about Patty’s death sounded more and more bizarre. How could this appalling thing have happened? Why was I saying that it had? I grew colder and colder. I had only to put the phone in its cradle, and it would ring again: friends offering consolation and help; or people from Delta, attempting to do the same.

The doorbell rang. I put down the phone, opened a window and saw my friend Liz downstairs. She was clutching a potted plant. I let her in, then went back to the phone. By the time I joined her, she was making tea.

Andrew telephoned from school. Had I remembered that today was a half-day?

No, I had not. I pulled on some clothes, and Liz drove me to the school. I noticed a second plant on the back seat of her car.

‘Somebody else?’ I asked.

‘The wife of a friend. In a car crash.’

I shivered. Death was all around me. How was it that I had never noticed before? Flocks of living birds sweep the sky, but I had seen dead birds only infrequently, and never in pairs, let alone multitudes. I had lived for nearly half a century, yet never witnessed the moment of death of a fellow human being. But now I felt death everywhere, even in the air I was breathing.
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The afternoon disappeared in necessary arrangements. I was trying desperately to complete them, when a friend of Patty’s telephoned from America, incoherent with grief. I tried to console her, but hadn’t much energy. Her sobbing was infectious, but I couldn’t afford to dissolve with her. I had to remain in control. The business of coping was taking everything I had. The call dragged on, then thankfully, it was over. I made dinner, did laundry, put Andrew to bed. Some dear friends called to the door. We sat down for a few minutes, then I sent them home. I still had to pack. I was going to New York in the morning.

It was late when the senior representative of Delta in Dublin telephoned, his fourth, or perhaps fifth, call of the day. Not for the first time, he asked if he might accompany me on my flight. I had already declined. This time, the way that he asked, it would have been churlish to refuse.

SATURDAY, 5 SEPTEMBER

My bag was ready, with the usual, panic items tossed in on top of my orderly packing from the night before. My change purse was full of heavy Irish coins. I sorted them into two heaps, handing each to a son, according to their needs.

The man from Delta was on the phone. What time would I be arriving at the airport? He would be waiting at the entrance to the terminal.

On the way, we stopped in the centre of Dublin. I needed tissues (just in case) and something for my stomach, which was still in an uproar. An ordinary Saturday morning would have found me in exactly the same place, walking down Nassau Street bound for the National Library. Under the circumstances, the normality of the prospect, seemed very peculiar.

In the car again, we headed north, across the glittering Liffey. Andrew was growing sadder by the minute. ‘I don’t want you to go,’ he wailed.

‘I don’t want to either. But I have to.’ All the way to the airport, we composed a symphony of variations around this inescapable motif.

At the set-down area, we hugged and squeezed one another. Then husband and son were gone, leaving me with the image of my child’s tears. Hoisting my bag onto my shoulder, I entered the terminal. At once, I picked out my minder. Far from the perfect specimen of American manhood that I had anticipated, he was neither tall nor handsome. In fact, he was paunchy and balding. He was not alone. Another man and two women were scanning the crowd with him. I had supplied a description of myself and the clothes I would be wearing, but they still did not see me. I passed through security, circled back and stood at an angle, watching them.

I was glad to be invisible. I embrace anonymity; to be known limits the possibilities. For a few more seconds, I cherished my privacy. Then I finally said, ‘Is that you, John?’

He whirled around to face me, his mouth a startled O of surprise. I was introduced, shook several hands, was told how sorry everyone was. And then, because my sister had died a hideous death in the course of her daily work, I was treated as a Very Important Person. My passport and suitcase were whisked away; somebody checked me in. I was taken to a courtesy lounge, where tea was brought in a silver teapot. I opened the Irish newspapers to find reports about the air crash. The force of the impact, I read, was such that most of the bodies had disintegrated; it was pieces, rather than bodies, that were being collected from the sea.
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