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GALWAY
OCTOBER 2019




Anticipation

HER TEA HAS GONE COLD. SHE WONDERS HOW MANY cups she’s wasted over the years, made and then forgotten as she’s tapped the keys of her laptop or sat lost in thought, trying to puzzle her way through a roadblock in a plot while tea has cooled in a cup.

Today she’s not typing or sitting; she’s standing in the littlest bedroom that became her writing room after the girls moved out, and she’s preparing to pack up the contents of her bureau, a task she’s left till last. She found the bureau in a charity shop over twenty years ago, and its drawers and cubbyholes harbour many memories.

Packing again, moving house for what she hopes – no, she knows – will be the last time. Tomorrow she will leave the home she loved best, of all the places she’s lived, and today she’s lost in the past, and her tea cools.

She sets the cup back on the windowsill and makes a start. From one of the little nooks in the top of the bureau she takes a notebook, its cover dark green with a flowery print. She traces the inscription on the flyleaf, its ink faded with age. They were children, two children playing at love.

In the pocket inside the notebook’s back cover are letters written in different hands, all precious, all folded and stored there over the years. She unfolds them carefully and rereads them now, tears brimming as the words conjure long-ago emotions.

In the same pocket is a newspaper clipping of the Irish fiction bestseller list from almost twenty years ago, her first book sitting at number ten. Seeing it listed there prompts a stir of the old excitement. Its publication had been the beginning of something, when she’d thought herself too old for any more beginnings. So much still ahead, and she’d had no idea.

In a week she’ll be fifty-nine. At twenty she’d considered herself so grown-up. She shakes her head, smiling. How little the young know, and how wise they fancy themselves to be.

She returns the clipping and the letters to their pocket. She closes the notebook and places it into a waiting box. In the next nook is a cork, which she lifts out and sniffs. Keep the cork, she hears Alf saying, and she did keep it. Her first-ever champagne, popped open to mark a bittersweet day, years before any of the books. She adds it to the box.

In a small drawer she finds a page from a magazine that she meant to frame and never got around to. Her first-ever press ad, for a yogurt aimed at weaning babies. She remembers buying extra copies of the magazine, sending the page to Danny and Frances and Joan and her mother.

An hour or so later, as she’s closing the last box, her phone rings. She pulls it from her pocket and sees Juliet’s name.

‘Hello, darling.’

‘Mum – we’re just leaving now, see you soon.’

‘Wonderful. Drive carefully.’

‘I will. Any word from Grace?’

‘Not yet.’

Her last phone conversation with Grace had turned into a row. At twenty-seven, Ellen’s younger daughter could still be volatile – and when she told her mother that Tom wanted to take a year out to travel the world, Ellen made the mistake of saying that it sounded like a good idea.

‘A good idea? Really? It’s fine for Tom – he can take leave of absence. What am I supposed to do with my clinic, pack it up until we come back?’

Ellen should have backed off and left it at that, but she didn’t. ‘Maybe you could get someone to stand in.’

Another mistake. ‘Right – like vets are floating around just waiting for a job offer! Have you forgotten when I tried to find someone to go into partnership with when I was starting up? You haven’t a clue!’

And on she went, taking her frustration out on her mother, like so often before. Since then there’s been no response to any of Ellen’s voice messages – were they even listened to? Will Grace show up this evening?

After saying goodbye to Juliet, Ellen brings the boxes downstairs and stacks them with the others in the hall, and then she push-pulls the empty bureau out to the landing. A lot of the furniture has already been moved; the rest will be transported tomorrow. Now the house feels hollow when she walks through its rooms.

She enters the bedroom that used to be her aunt’s and looks down at the back garden. She remembers her first sight of it in 1981, and Frances on her knees, digging weeds out of the rockery. How strange it will be to see a different garden when she pulls apart other curtains every morning.

She’s just out of the shower when her phone rings again. She looks at the name and smiles.

‘Hey.’

‘Hey yourself. How are things?’

‘Great. I emptied the bureau.’

‘Finally. Don’t dream of trying to move it.’

‘I just pulled it out to the landing.’

She hears his long sigh. ‘I can’t turn my back for an instant.’

‘I’m fifty-eight, not ninety-eight. I’ll have you know I’m still young enough to move furniture.’ But she’s laughing. Every day he makes her laugh.

‘Just don’t come crying to me when you slip a disc. You all set for this evening?’

‘Why? Is something happening?’

‘Very funny. You’re hilarious. When can we expect you?’

‘About half an hour.’

‘Love you,’ he says.

‘Love you more. See you soon.’

Her heart is too full for all the happiness. It spills over; it fills all the spaces in the hollow house. Tomorrow they are moving into the cottage closer to the sea that they came across six months ago and instantly, jointly, loved. They are going to live there for the rest of their lives, and they are going to be monumentally happy. Abundantly happy. Stupidly happy.

She dries her hair and pins it up with the big tortoiseshell slide Juliet had taken off and given her, one time Ellen admired it. She dusts powder on her face and adds lipstick, and gets into the black dress Juliet had insisted she splash out on. As she slides her feet into red shoes she hears Claire saying At least one pair of red shoes should feature in every woman’s wardrobe. Claire, who knew it all, or thought she did.

In the kitchen Ellen checks that she switched off the cooker before phoning a taxi. As she hangs up, her eye is caught by the cardboard box on the worktop. She looks at the books inside; twelve copies, all the same. She lifts one out and runs a hand over the cover. Her happiest book yet, every word flooded with love.

Ten minutes later, a car horn sounds outside. She pulls on her coat and leaves the house.




GALWAY
SEPTEMBER 1981
THE FIRST MOVE




Freedom

‘I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU’RE ACTUALLY GOING,’ CLAIRE said.

‘Oh, I’m definitely going.’

All morning she’d felt fluttery with excitement, for once not able to eat breakfast. At the age of twenty, Ellen Sheehan was finally leaving home, making a start on a life that she knew would be filled with amazing adventures.

Her one tiny regret – well, maybe not that tiny – was that Claire wasn’t coming too. That had been the plan, for both of them to escape together, but that was before Claire’s only brother had skipped off to London to work on the building sites for the summer, leaving Claire trapped behind the counter of her family’s pub.

‘The minute Martin comes back you’ll follow me, right?’

‘I’ve told you I will. Can’t wait.’

Claire had turned twenty in February, five months before Ellen. They were grown-ups now, ready for the world and all it could throw at them. They rounded a bend and there was the bus station, causing Ellen’s stomach to flip again. Another few minutes and she’d be on her way – and this time tomorrow she’d have begun her new job, surrounded by books all day, meeting people who loved them as much as she did. Could things get any better?

At the station they found the Galway bus and stood at the open door. ‘Behave yourself,’ Claire said. ‘And obviously I’m joking.’

Claire never behaved herself if she could help it. She believed in having fun, particularly if it meant breaking rules. Ellen knew she’d never be half as brave – and so did Claire. She called Ellen her rock of sense, but Ellen didn’t want to be anyone’s rock of sense. She wanted to have fun too, without worrying about it.

Ellen’s mother didn’t think Claire was brave. That girl is a bad influence, she’d said more than once. I’m glad you’re getting away from her. She didn’t know that Claire was following on: Ellen had thought it best to say nothing about that.

‘Here,’ Claire said, fishing a long blue box from her pocket. ‘A little going-away present’ – and inside, Ellen found a silver pen.

‘Wow, I love it. Thanks a million.’

It crossed her mind that it might be stolen. Claire was an experienced shoplifter. The trick, she’d told Ellen, is to buy something small, and look them in the eye when you’re paying for it, and smile like mad and talk about the weather.

There had been a time, a horrible time, when Ellen had stolen from shops too, but it hadn’t lasted.

The bus was filling up. ‘Find a proper boyfriend,’ Claire said. ‘You’ll have plenty to choose from in Galway. Stop being so fussy.’

Claire wasn’t fussy. She’d lost her virginity at seventeen, in the back seat of her then boyfriend’s car, and she’d had plenty more sexual partners since then. It’s just physical, she’d say. It’s fun, and no big deal – and that was the problem, because Ellen wanted the big deal.

She wanted the drama, the deep passion of all the lovers she read about, the Cathys and the Heathcliffs, the Elizabeth Bennets and the Mr Darcys. She wanted someone who would die for her, someone who would kill for her. She wanted nothing less than a soulmate, and she was happy to wait for him.

And she would meet him in Galway. She was convinced of it.

For one thing, she was bound to encounter lots of readers in the bookshop: right from the start, they’d have that in common. Plus, if she could lose ten pounds by Christmas, and stop biting her nails, and let her hair grow, she’d feel so much better about her appearance, and that confidence would definitely attract more attention.

Yes, she was hopeful. Very hopeful.

‘Are you getting on?’ the bus driver called.

‘Just a sec.’ Claire flung the rucksack into the luggage compartment and threw her arms around Ellen. ‘Phone me,’ she ordered. ‘I want all the news. If your aunt doesn’t allow you to use her phone, wait till she goes out.’

At the mention of her aunt, Ellen’s excitement dimmed. Moving in with her mother’s older sister, a relative she hardly knew, wasn’t the start she’d have chosen for her new life, but it would only be for a short while, until she and Claire found a flat together.

‘See you soon,’ she said. ‘Tell Martin he has to come home.’

‘I will. Have a ball. Go wild. Now get on before they leave without you.’

Ellen hitched her small bag higher on her shoulder and boarded. From her window seat she waved at Claire until the bus pulled out of the station. Watching familiar streets as they flashed past, she wondered if she would ever live in the town again – and this thought stirred a memory of another uprooting when she was eight, the family leaving their old town when her father had been offered a better job here. It must have been momentous at the time for her and Joan, but they’d been young enough to adjust and make new friends.

And then, eight years after that—

No. She would not think about it, not today. She switched her thoughts to the man who was going to be her new boss, and whom she had yet to meet.

Ben McCarthy, he’d said at the start of their phone call two weeks earlier. Manager of Piles of Books. Coming back to you about the job you applied for.

Oh . . . yes. She hadn’t expected to hear so quickly – hadn’t she only posted her letter two days ago?

What’s your favourite book?

The question had caught her off-guard, but was an easy one to answer. Lolita.

Ah, the great Nabokov. Could you live without reading?

Another unexpected question – but again, one she hadn’t had to think about. I couldn’t go a day without reading.

The right answer, he’d said, sounding pleased. Which dead author do you wish you’d met?

She’d almost laughed. This was crazy. Dickens.

And what are you reading now?

Housekeeping.

Marilynne Robinson?

Yes.

Like it?

Yes, I’m really enjoying it.

A brief pause had followed, and then: You’ll do.

Pardon?

Six pounds an hour, half nine to half five, Monday to Saturday, with one flexible day off in the week. How does that sound?

She’d hardly believed it. Was he actually offering her a job based on a conversation lasting less than a minute, and involving no more than a few bookish questions? He hadn’t asked anything about the typing pool, wasn’t even looking for a reference.

Is that a yes? Are you thinking about it?

Yes, she’d said hastily. Yes, please. Thank you. She’d already forgotten the terms and conditions he’d rattled off, but she hadn’t cared.

Great. How soon can you start?

She’d thought fast. I need to give two weeks’ notice where I am.

Two weeks. That brings us up to . . . Friday, September fourth. So let’s say you start here on Monday seventh.

OK.

Good, all settled.

Um . . . is there anything else I need to know?

Yes. Wear comfortable shoes – you’ll be on your feet a lot. Be here at half nine sharp, or I’ll have to fire you.

She’d waited for a laugh, but none had come. Thank you, she’d replied, but he’d already hung up.

Half nine sharp, in comfortable shoes. No mention of a dress code, or what her duties would be. No information about the shop or who else worked there. It had certainly been an odd interview, but it had ended with an offer of work, and it had enabled her to hand in her notice at a job she’d hated, and now she was on her way.

She wondered what he’d be like face to face. Hopefully he’d be a bit less . . . unpredictable. Some people just didn’t suit the phone.

On the other hand, what was wrong with unpredictable? Might make life more interesting, working with someone who didn’t do the expected thing. From now on she must be open to every possibility, willing to embrace the unknown, the unexpected. Willing to be brave.

She rummaged in her bag until she found her book, and the apple she’d snatched from the fruit bowl on her way out of the kitchen. She began to read, and the world outside the bus window fell away.




Arrival

THERE WAS NOBODY TO MEET HER IN GALWAY. HER mother had said Frances would collect her, but her aunt was nowhere to be seen. Ellen hadn’t set eyes on her since Granddad’s funeral six or seven years ago, and only intermittently before that. She thought she’d recognise her, just about, but there was no sign of anyone who looked remotely like her.

After hanging around for fifteen minutes she found the address she’d tucked into her jeans pocket, just in case, and showed it to a ticket clerk, a tired-looking woman with colourless hair and holes in her ears but no earrings. She glanced at the address and shook her head.

‘Ask Paddy,’ she said, indicating a stocky uniformed man by the door. He took glasses from his pocket and peered at the paper. ‘That’s right across the city,’ he told Ellen. ‘Too far to walk with luggage. You can pick up a bus at Eyre Square: show the address to the driver.’

Forty minutes later she stood outside her aunt’s house. Number 9 was a semi-detached in a row of identical others, or nearly identical. Different colours on the doors, windows curtained or left bare, but basically the same house repeated, two-storey with red brick below, pebbledash above. Twenty or so houses in total, the end ones curving in towards each other to form a cul-de-sac.

A few skinny boys kicked a ball about on the road, ignoring Ellen. Two women stood talking over a low straggling hedge a few doors up from number 9, one with arms folded, the other dragging on a cigarette. They’d broken off their conversation to stare at Ellen as she’d trudged past, and now she could sense them behind her, still watching.

She studied the house. They’d come back here after her grandfather’s funeral, but she didn’t remember it. Its front door and window frames were dark green. Two metal gates, a narrow cement path leading from the smaller one to the front door, a rectangle of neatly mown lawn to one side of it, gravel to the other. A blue Volkswagen Beetle was parked on the gravel, its body scratched and dented in several places, some of the dents rusting.

She pushed open the gate and walked up the path to the front door. There was no doorbell or knocker so she rattled the brass letter-box. Up close, the green paint was flaking.

No response. She tried again, and still nobody came. She took the address from her pocket – yes, number 9, and the road’s name displayed on the first garden wall she’d passed. It was the right house, but nobody appeared to be home.

Or had her aunt changed her mind, decided not to put Ellen up after all? Was she inside right now, waiting quietly until her niece went away? But where could she go? She knew nobody else in the city, not a soul. She stifled a flutter of alarm. She set her rucksack on the doorstep and crossed to the side passage. She saw a metal dustbin, a big black bicycle attached by a chain to a drainpipe, and a huddle of coal bags.

She stood uncertainly, biting a nail until she remembered she was trying to stop, and whipped it from her mouth. She didn’t want to go around to the back in case her aunt was hiding from her there, but what choice did she have? She took a deep breath and walked down the passage and rounded the corner.

And stopped dead.

The garden was magnificent. Filled with colour, even this late in the year, a riotous mix of flowerbeds and rockeries and shrubs, with a crazy-paving path taking a winding course through it. A shed on one side, its door ajar, was completely covered in some vigorous climbing plant.

A strip of concrete ran along behind the house, three-foot wide or so. It held a wooden seat, silvered with age, on which a pair of fur-trimmed slippers sat. Birds darted at a feeder suspended from an overhanging branch of a neighbouring tree.

It was a haven, rich in fluttering and buzzing, and heady with scent. In such a busy space it took her a minute to spot the figure in a wide-brimmed sunhat kneeling by one of the rockeries, her back to Ellen. The ridged soles of wellingtons showed beneath a substantial backside. Brown corduroy trousers, a checked shirt tucked in. Ellen heard the small clank of metal against rock.

‘Aunt Frances?’

The head swung around to reveal a face, weatherbeaten and beakish. ‘Yes?’ The word barked out, and accompanied by an expression of deep suspicion.

‘I’m . . . Ellen. I’m . . . coming to stay with you.’

The suspicion was replaced by outrage. ‘Today? You were to come tomorrow! Your mother clearly said Monday!’

‘Oh . . . I’m sorry. There must have been a mix-up. My job is starting tomorrow.’

The frown didn’t budge. ‘How did you get from the station?’

‘I . . . took a bus.’

Her aunt tutted, looking even more put out. ‘Why didn’t you ring me?’

Ellen felt under attack. Everything sounded like an accusation, when she had done nothing wrong. ‘Sorry – I didn’t have your number, just your address.’

More tutting. ‘Your mother has my number – why didn’t she give it to you?’

‘. . . I don’t know.’ Because you were supposed to pick me up, she shouted in her head.

‘Where’s your luggage? You must have luggage!’

‘I left it by the front door.’

‘Well, go and get it, for goodness’ sake!’

Ellen scuttled away. At least it looked like she had a roof over her head – but how on earth was she to get on with this snapping creature? Would she have to spend all her time out of the house, just to avoid her? Thank God it wasn’t going to be for long.

When she returned, her aunt was heaving herself laboriously to her feet. ‘Can I help?’ Ellen asked, stepping forward – but she was flapped away impatiently: ‘I can manage!’

Once upright, her aunt walked in a swaying, waddling way to the garden seat and lowered herself onto it, pulling off the hat to reveal yellow hair that sprang from her head in peculiar little tufts – had it always been that colour? ‘I have arthritis in the hips,’ she pronounced, somehow making that sound like Ellen’s fault too. ‘I refuse to let it stop me doing what I want.’

She was short, with pouched watery blue eyes, and a pointed nose that looked like it had strayed there from a larger face, and a small pale mouth. Apart from a broad midsection, her figure was neat.

She didn’t resemble Ellen’s mother in the least. Not one common feature could Ellen see, except for a shared eye colour, although her aunt’s were a paler blue. They even dressed differently; Ellen had never once seen her mother in trousers.

There was twelve years between them, which would make Frances sixty-eight now. There were two brothers younger than the girls who’d emigrated to Australia years earlier and never returned home.

Her aunt shucked off her wellingtons and wriggled a foot into one of the waiting slippers. A smudge of earth sat on her left cheek. ‘When did you eat?’ she asked.

Ellen thought of the apple on the bus. ‘Er, I had lunch.’

‘What time?’

‘. . . Around two o’clock.’

‘Dinner is at half six. You’ll have to wait till then.’

‘I can go out and eat if you like. Seeing as how you weren’t expecting me, I mean.’ She was starving, and half six was ages away. She could get fish and chips somewhere.

Her aunt pushed on the second slipper. ‘No need for that. I roast a full chicken on Sundays so I have leftovers for other dishes. There’ll be plenty for you.’ She threw Ellen another sharp look. ‘I hope you’re not a fussy eater. I can’t abide fussy eaters.’

‘No.’ Not that she’d dare admit it if she was.

‘You can empty those weeds into the bin at the end of the garden,’ her aunt said, pointing to a blue basin by the rockery, ‘and then put the things back into the shed, and follow me in.’ Without waiting for a response she levered herself off the seat and disappeared into the house, wellingtons standing where she’d left them.

The kitchen was small and painted apple green. A chipped white sink under the window, a cooker in a corner, a tall slim cupboard, a square table against a wall with a single chair tucked under it. A yellow Formica counter ran along the opposite wall, a fridge and a twin-tub washing machine beneath, along with open shelving on which crockery and pots and pans were stacked.

The table was draped in dark blue oilcloth. A newspaper was folded open at a crossword. A calendar with a picture of a mountain hung crookedly from a nail, still showing August.

Her aunt was chopping an onion at an alarming rate. A frying pan waited on the cooker, a wedge of yellow fat pooling on it. ‘You might as well go up and unpack,’ she told Ellen. ‘Your room is next to the bathroom.’

Ellen hauled the rucksack up a narrow staircase with a brown strip of carpet running along its centre. She stood on the landing and located the bathroom, and opened the door beside it.

The walls were papered in grey, with twining green vines and purple grapes. One strip of paper had peeled away from the top and dangled above the window. There was a single bed with no headboard, a small heap of blankets and a flat pillow sitting on the bare mattress. A large wardrobe, ludicrously big for the room, was crammed between the foot of the bed and the window. A kitchen chair, the partner of the one downstairs, was the only other furniture. The floor was wooden, with a thin blue mat by the bed.

There was nothing else. No locker, no reading lamp, no mirror, no dressing table or chest of drawers. The ceiling bulb had no shade; the window was uncurtained. Ellen lifted the bedclothes and found a tan stain in the centre of the mattress. She opened the wardrobe – the door stuck until she tugged sharply – and a musty smell rushed out. Three wire hangers hung from a rail, a single black sock dangling from one of them.

She sat on the edge of the bed and thought of the bedroom she’d been so delighted to leave, with its bookshelves and matching wardrobe and dressing table, and its armchair and frilled bed linen. This one was definitely a step down, but it would have to do until Claire came.

The bathroom next door wasn’t much better. A large cast-iron bath had a damp towel slung over the side and a short rubber hose attached to its taps. Two pairs of enormous grey knickers hung from a makeshift clothesline above the bath. A bar of cracked soap sat in a small puddle by the sink taps. A faint but definite smell of urine hung in the room. Ellen did what she had to do and hurried out, shaking her hands dry.

Back in the little bedroom she propped her toilet bag on the windowsill and stacked her books beside it. She dropped her rucksack on the floor by the wardrobe – did she dare to ask for more hangers?

She turned her attention to the bed. She threw off the bedding and heaved at the mattress until she managed to turn it over. No stain on this side, at least. She went out to the landing and located the hot press and rummaged among a jumble of linens until she found single sheets and a pillowcase. The blankets were threadbare: just as well she’d be moved out long before winter.

But in the meantime she had to eat – and a savoury smell was drifting up the stairs now and making her mouth water. She made the bed and lay on it and read until her watch said twenty-five past six, and then she ran a comb through her hair and went downstairs.

‘I was just going to call you,’ her aunt said, carving chicken. ‘Fill that jug with water and take out the butter.’

The table had been set with mismatched crockery, and another chair had joined the first. Ellen did as she was told while her aunt lifted plates from the rack above the cooker with a tea towel. ‘I assume you can cook,’ she said.

Ellen’s heart sank. Another reason for a scolding. ‘I’ve never really had the chance. I mean, Mam does the cooking.’ She could hear how pathetic it sounded. Twenty years old, and her mother still making her dinner.

Her aunt regarded her grimly. ‘Every girl should know how to cook. I’ll teach you while you’re here,’ and Ellen’s gloom deepened, imagining orders being rapped out while she scurried about, scalding herself and burning everything else from sheer nervousness.

But her aunt knew how to cook, no denying it. The chicken was wonderfully tender and succulent, its stuffing flavoured with something tantalising Ellen couldn’t identify. Cauliflower was cloaked in a rich cheese sauce; potatoes were golden and crunchy outside, fluffy within. At least she’d eat well while she was here – although losing weight might be difficult until she and Claire had their own place.

‘It’s delicious,’ she said.

‘Don’t talk with your mouth full,’ her aunt responded, but without the sharpness that had accompanied every other remark. Ellen gave up and ate hungrily, wondering if she dared ask for a lamp for her room.

‘More chicken?’ her aunt asked eventually. ‘Another potato? More carrots?’ and to every enquiry Ellen said yes please.

She waited until they’d both finished eating before venturing her request. ‘Aunt Frances, I wonder if – would there be a lamp anywhere I could take for my room?’

Her aunt stared at her. ‘A lamp? There’s one on the locker. Didn’t you see it?’

What locker? Could her aunt’s mind have started wandering? She’d already got Ellen’s arrival day wrong, and now she seemed to be imagining bedroom furniture where none existed. ‘I didn’t see a locker, just the bed, and a big wardrobe, and a chair.’

‘Oh, for goodness sake – that’s the wrong room!’

It was Ellen’s turn to stare. ‘You said beside the bathroom.’

‘The other side! I meant the other side!’

Ellen felt a sudden flare of anger. ‘Well, I wasn’t to know that,’ she said, as forcefully as she dared. ‘I’m not a mind-reader.’

Dead silence followed. She’d overstepped. She decided she had nothing more to lose. ‘Aunt Frances, I’m sorry. I’m grateful for your offer to keep me, but since I arrived I’ve been feeling that maybe you don’t really want me here, so I can tell you that it won’t be for long. A friend is moving to Galway soon, in the next few weeks, and we’re going to find a flat together. If it’s OK, I’ll stay here until then, but I’ll try to keep out of your way as much as I can.’

More silence followed. They regarded each other across the small table, and then her aunt gave a long sigh.

‘Listen,’ she said wearily, ‘I’m sharp. It’s my way. It comes out like I’m cross, but the only person I’m cross with right now is me. It’s clear I made a mess of things. Your mother wouldn’t have got the day wrong, so I was the one who muddled it, and you had to find your way through a city you don’t know. I’m very cross about that, and I’m sorry that you felt I was annoyed with you. And then I sent you up to the wrong room, and that was my fault too for not making it clear.’

‘Well, maybe I should have—’

‘But the thing about me,’ her aunt went on, as if Ellen hadn’t spoken, ‘is I always speak the truth, and I’ll own up if I make a mistake. I have no problem with you staying here – it makes perfect sense when I have the room. I expect you to help out a bit in the house, clean up after yourself and that, and I would be happy to teach you to cook, if you’re willing to learn – but you’re young, and you’re out on your own for the first time, so you need to make the most of that too.

‘Now,’ she went on, pointing her fork at Ellen, ‘I’m not your mother, so I won’t be watching out for you. I’ll give you a key and you can come and go as you please, as long as you show up in time for dinner when you’re eating here and you don’t wake me if I’m in bed when you get home. And if you get yourself into trouble – I think you know the trouble I mean – you needn’t come crying to me. Is that all understood?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. Now, have you anything to say, anything to ask me?’

Ellen searched for something, and found it. ‘Your garden is beautiful. I’d really like to help out there, if you let me.’

There was a further small softening in her aunt’s face. ‘I would like that very much.’ She set down her fork and put her hand out. ‘Will we start again?’

Ellen, feeling slightly ridiculous, shook the offered hand – and the gesture, foolish as it seemed, brought a kind of change into the room. It felt like a settling, and the beginning of an understanding. Her aunt had opened her home to a niece she scarcely knew. Maybe she’d felt obliged, but she’d still taken Ellen in.

‘Welcome to Galway,’ she said now to Ellen. ‘I hope you’ll enjoy your time here.’

‘Thank you.’

‘And call me Frances – Aunt Frances makes me feel like a dowager in pearls.’

Ellen had to suppress a smile. Her aunt, still wearing her gardening clothes, a trace of earth faintly visible yet on her cheek, was as far from a dowager, pearls or no pearls, as it was possible to be.

Afterwards they washed up together, listening to the radio. ‘Those men sound like girls,’ Frances complained when the Bee Gees came on, and Ellen told her that her friend called them cats in a sack, and this prompted a sudden bark of laughter from her aunt, and more tension disappeared.

When the kitchen was tidy Frances brought her up to the bedroom that was bigger and brighter and altogether more inviting than the other. The bed, a double, was already made, and swaddled in a thick eiderdown. There was a wardrobe with lots of hangers, and a chest of drawers, and a small armchair in the corner.

And sitting on a bedside locker, along with a lamp, was a transistor radio. ‘Is that for me?’ Ellen asked.

‘If you want it. It’s old, but it still works.’

‘I’d love it.’ She could listen to Radio Luxembourg every night.

‘And the other room is there if any friend wants to come for a night.’

‘Thank you.’ It wouldn’t be needed, not once she and Claire were sorted.

‘I leave the house at half seven in the morning,’ Frances said, ‘so make your own breakfast, and tidy the kitchen after you.’

‘I will.’ She wondered what work her aunt did: she had no recollection of her mother mentioning it. That enquiry could wait for another day. Instead, she named the street the bookshop was on. ‘How long should it take me to walk there in the morning?’

‘Half an hour if you don’t dawdle. I’ll say goodnight then. Good luck with the new job – I hope it’s to your liking.’

‘Thank you.’

Left alone, Ellen opened her rucksack – and sitting on top was the package her mother had given her that morning, which Ellen had completely forgotten about. To wish you well with the job, her mother had said. Ellen pulled off the wrapping – and found, to her amazement, a Sony Walkman.

They’d cost a whopping two hundred pounds when they’d come out two years earlier, and she didn’t imagine they’d got much cheaper in the meantime. She thought of the scrimping and saving it must have required for her mother to afford it.

She took the Walkman and its accompanying earphones from the box. She pressed buttons and opened the compartment to hold a cassette tape. She turned it over, this magical thing that allowed you to listen to your music wherever you went. Pretty much the best gift she could have been given – and it had come from her mother, of all people.

She thought of how things had been between them since the worst thing had happened, how she’d quietly shut her mother out, and how her mother had never challenged her on it. So much left unsaid, so much piled-up hurt and anger.

Leaving her this morning, it had been all Ellen could do to give her the briefest of hugs – and now here was this unexpected extravagance. What was she to make of it? How was she to respond?

She set the Walkman on the locker. She would get batteries for it tomorrow. She’d ask her sister Joan to find someone travelling to Galway and give them Ellen’s box of tapes to bring along.

She would send a thank-you card to her mother. She couldn’t move beyond that, couldn’t consider the possibility of forgiveness. Not yet. Maybe never.

She switched on the transistor Frances had given her, careful to keep it low. She listened to Debbie Harry singing about a heart of glass. The reception was tinny, but she didn’t care.

She unpacked, stowing her clothes in the wardrobe, arranging her shoes under the window. She shook the creases from the shirt and skirt she’d decided on for her first day of work and draped them over the wardrobe door.

The thought of the following day brought a return of her earlier excitement. She was here, she had arrived – and after a shaky start, she felt she could cope with living with Frances.

She was ready for whatever Galway had in store for her.




Bookshop

IT WAS SMALLER THAN SHE’D BEEN EXPECTING, wedged between a pub and a tobacconist on a street a few blocks back from the main thoroughfare. It was painted dark green, with the name spelled out in yellow above a single window that was full of books, most of which she’d read. Newspapers were stacked by the door, tied in bundles.

It was twenty minutes past nine. The walk from Frances’ house had taken just under thirty minutes. An hour of walking a day should go some way towards burning off the calories of her aunt’s dinners.

Closed, the sign on the door read. Should she knock? Was anyone inside? She caught sight of her reflection in the window. She jiggled her hair about, wishing as she always did that it wasn’t quite so red. Why couldn’t she have got Claire’s mass of blonde curls?

As she bared her teeth to make sure they were free of lipstick, the door flew open, startling her.

‘Hello there!’

She saw a sandy-haired man beaming at her. The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled, his jeans faded and patched. No tie.

‘I spied you coming,’ he said, thrusting a hand at her. ‘Ellen Sheehan, I presume.’

‘Yes.’

He didn’t look any older than her. Surely he was too young to be a manager? His hand was warm, his clasp firm. ‘Ben McCarthy, you’re welcome. Good to have you on board.’

‘Thank you.’

She felt tongue-tied, and acutely aware of how little she knew about working in a bookshop. She wondered how long it would take for him to realise this.

He held the door open – ‘Go on in, I’ll just grab these papers’ – so she stepped across the threshold and gazed around at her new workplace.

It was perfect.

Narrow and meandering, with a low beamed ceiling and an uneven wooden floor whose broad boards were shiny with age. A third of the way down was a spiral staircase that climbed to an upper floor, and it was wooden too.

And everywhere she looked, there were books.

Covering the walls, stacked on tables, filling every space they could. Books as far as the eye could see. She inhaled her favourite smell, the heady scent of glue and ink and new pages not yet turned. She would never grow tired of that smell.

She felt the promise of stories and characters waiting to be discovered, and a smile came unbidden to her face. She was actually employed here. This was where she would spend all her working hours. She itched to explore the place further, to delve into all its nooks and crannies.

‘You like it,’ he said, jolting her out of her reverie. She had almost forgotten him.

‘I love it. I love all bookshops, but this one’s especially nice. How old is it?’

He dumped the paper bales onto a desk with a thump and began cutting their strings. ‘Well, the building has been here as long as Galway has, but it’s only been a bookshop for about eight years. Before that it was a shoe shop.’

She couldn’t see it as a place where shoes were sold. It looked like it had been a bookshop since the beginning of time.

‘Let me show you around before the others arrive. Staffroom up here,’ and she followed him up the spiral stairs. The first door had Manager on it. ‘My office, obviously,’ he said as they passed, and again she thought him too young for the position.

The staffroom held a small table and four chairs, a fridge and a sink. A little window above the sink overlooked the street. Mugs were stacked on a shelf, along with a jar of instant coffee and a tea caddy. Teaspoons were propped in a mug. There was an electric kettle on the table.

He leant against the sink and crossed his arms. ‘You have a fifteen-minute break in the morning, and another in the afternoon, and half an hour for lunch. There are just four of us here, including you. Jasper likes an early lunch, so he takes his at twelve thirty, and Edwin waits till one thirty because he starts work later. How does one o’clock sound for yours?’

‘Fine.’

Jasper and Edwin. They could have come straight out of Dickens. Ellen should be called Dorrit, or maybe Estella, to fit in.

‘The timings for the shorter breaks you can decide between yourselves.’

‘That’s fine.’

He jiggled at the window fastening. ‘I have a confession,’ he said. ‘I may as well come clean.’

She felt a small prickle of alarm. Confession was rarely good.

He propped the window open and turned to face her again. ‘I’m not really the manager,’ he said. ‘Well, I am, but I’m an accidental one. The real manager had a tumble on a mountain in Switzerland a few weeks ago and broke just about every bone in her body, so there’s no knowing when she’ll be back, or if she will.’

‘Oh . . . that’s awful.’

‘Yes, poor old Muriel. She’s not in any danger, apparently, just out of action for the foreseeable future. The owner, who runs his own shop in Dublin, persuaded me to take over in the interim, even though I only started here in January, but Jasper, who’s been around a lot longer, isn’t really manager material – you’ll understand when you meet him – and Edwin is even newer than me, so I said yes, but I haven’t a clue. I have no managerial qualifications. I’m literally making it up as I go along.’

His candour was disarming. She felt herself relaxing. ‘As far as I can see, you’re doing OK.’

‘That’s what everyone thinks. You were the first person I interviewed – I mean ever. I’m sure you guessed.’

She risked a small laugh, not sure if he expected her to be equally candid. ‘It wasn’t your typical interview,’ she ventured. ‘You didn’t ask any of the questions I was expecting.’

He looked pleased, as if she’d complimented him. ‘True. I decided I’d just look for a book lover.’

‘Well, you found her. Was I the only one who applied for the job?’

‘No, there were others. You just happened to be the first one I rang.’

So it had been a matter of blind luck. Any other reader would have passed his literary test as easily as she had. ‘I did think it strange that you didn’t ask for a reference.’

He grimaced. ‘I forgot about a reference. See? No clue. I suppose I’m too late to ask for one now.’

‘No, I’m sure I could—’ She broke off, seeing his grin.

‘Happy to take my chances with you,’ he said. ‘You look honest. Now I’d better go down and open up – and Jasper will be along any minute. Take your time, settle in. Your things will be quite safe in here: we’re all trustworthy.’

Left alone, she peeked in the fridge and saw a half-full bottle of milk, and opened packets of Lincoln Cream and Marietta biscuits, and a sugar bowl and an apple, and a glass-topped butter dish with no butter in it. She was hanging her jacket and bag on a hook by the door when a man appeared.

‘Oh – hello,’ he said, stopping short on seeing her. Deep-voiced, forties or fifties, she wasn’t sure. Dark hair above a face so completely bloodless it might never have seen the sun. Rumpled pinstriped suit, black shiny shoes. Tall, thin, solemn. Cradling a brown paper bag.

‘I’m Ellen,’ she told him, putting out a hand. His was shockingly chilly, given the mild weather. ‘I’m starting today.’

‘Yes, we were told. Jasper is my name. Pleased to meet you.’ His words were slow and deliberate. A kind of earnest, melancholy air seemed to hang about him. ‘I work in the storeroom at the back of the shop, unless I’m needed on the floor.’ He made a small movement with his mouth, gave a little toss of his head. ‘To be entirely honest, I’m happier out of the public eye, so I’m very glad you’re joining us.’

Not manager material, Ben had said, and she could see what he meant. Probably ran the storeroom beautifully. Kept it as neat as a new pin, she guessed.

He deposited his brown bag in the fridge. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’ll be off then,’ and disappeared. Ellen gave a last finger-rake through her hair, squared her shoulders and followed him down the stairs.

Ben was at the cash register, emptying coins into compartments. ‘I man the desk until Edwin arrives at ten,’ he told her, ‘but once you’ve got the hang of it, I’ll let you do this first half hour.’

‘Right. By the way, what should I call you?’

‘Ben’s fine. We don’t stand on ceremony here. Why don’t you have a look around while it’s quiet, familiarise yourself with the layout?’

She wandered about, taking it all in, trying to memorise where everything was. A children’s section was brightly lit, the bookshelves painted in primary colours. A section of cookery books reminded her of Frances promising, or threatening, to teach her to cook. She wouldn’t mind learning how to make a few dishes, handy for when she and Claire had to fend for themselves.

When she returned to the cash desk, someone was talking to Ben. They turned as she approached.

‘Edwin,’ Ben said, ‘meet Ellen, our newest recruit.’

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Welcome.’

He looked about sixteen. Rumpled blond hair, casually dressed like Ben, and as smilingly cheerful as Jasper was lugubrious. ‘Edwin will show you the ropes,’ Ben told her. ‘Pay attention: there may be a test – and if you haven’t made lunch plans it’s on me, a first-day tradition I’ve just made up.’

‘No plans,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’

‘Great, see you at one. Now I must go and pretend to be a manager.’

With a wave of his hand he made for the spiral stairs and disappeared.

She spent the remainder of the morning with Edwin, who she learnt was eighteen, and who had been working at the bookshop since he’d left school at the end of May. ‘It’s been great since Ben became manager,’ he said. ‘I mean, Muriel was OK, but she was a bit . . . official.’

‘Why do you start at ten?’ Ellen wanted to know, and he told her of his invalid grandmother who lived with them.

‘Mum mainly looks after her, and Dad and I help out after work, but when Ben took over he said I could start half an hour later if it helped, so I give Gran breakfast now before I leave, and Mum gets a lie-in. And he didn’t even reduce my salary.’

The accidental manager might be making it up as he went along, but he had also put his own stamp on the job by taking it on himself to make life easier for a member of staff, something Muriel hadn’t done. And treating Ellen to lunch on her first day was a sweet gesture too.

He brought her to the pub next door, where they ate decent sandwiches and drank excellent coffee. ‘I only ever have coffee when I’m out,’ he said, stirring too much sugar into his. ‘I’m rubbish at making the proper stuff, and I can’t abide instant.’

He took a bite of his sandwich – ‘cheese and more cheese’ was what he had ordered – and then sat back, regarding her as he chewed, while she tried not to feel self-conscious under his scrutiny.

‘Tell me,’ he said eventually, ‘about the typing pool. You’ve come from one, right?’

She was surprised he’d remembered, with no mention made of it during the phone interview. She described the job she’d taken after leaving school, and the stultifying monotony of it.

‘What made you go for it, and why did you stay for two years?’

Good questions. She couldn’t tell him the truth, that after what had happened she’d been aimless, hadn’t seen any point in looking for anything better, hadn’t felt herself worthy of being happy. ‘Laziness, I suppose. Complacency.’

And then she’d seen his ad, idly leafing through the newspaper one evening, and she’d imagined working in a bookshop – and the thought had been so intoxicating, so tempting, that she couldn’t think why it hadn’t occurred to her till then. She would apply, before she died of boredom in the typing pool. She’d found her mother’s writing pad and written on the spot, and posted it on her way to work the following morning, and here she was.

‘Where are you living now?’

‘With my aunt, just temporarily.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Family connections, but not parental, so she can’t boss you around too much.’

‘No, she says she’s not going to be responsible for me. I’m free to do as I please, as long as I’m not late for dinner – half past six on the dot. Oh, and as long as I don’t wake her when I come in after a night out.’

‘No falling up the stairs then. And do you know anyone else in Galway besides your aunt?’

‘Just you so far – and Jasper and Edwin.’

‘You won’t be long making friends. So who’s in your family?’

‘A mother and a younger sister,’ she said – and quickly, before he could ask about a father, she threw the question back to him.

‘Two parents, one brother, one sister, both older than me. My brother’s in his final year in UCG. He’s the one with the brains.’

‘What’s he studying?’

‘Law – and how to solve the problems of the world. He’s a real activist, supports every cause going.’

‘So you’ll soon have a lawyer in the family.’

‘Not that soon: he’s planning to do some travelling when he graduates next summer.’ He seemed about to say something else, but stopped.

‘And your sister?’

‘My sister’s the eldest. She’s a hairdresser, married with one little daughter. First grandchild on both sides, spoilt rotten by everyone, but a little poppet.’

‘And are you from Galway?’

‘I am – born and bred. Love it.’

‘And do you live at home with your parents?’ Immediately, she caught herself. ‘Sorry – I’m being nosy.’

‘Not at all, ask away. I was living at home until I was made manager, and then the owner offered me the tiny flat above the shop that nobody was using, and I said yes. It needed a small bit of smartening up – I gave it a few coats of paint and begged bits of furniture from various charitable souls, and it’s basic but fine. I felt a manager should have his own place, to go with the prestige of the job.’

He was joking. Already she’d cottoned on to the impish expression, the barely suppressed laughter contained within it.

Yes, she would enjoy working with him.




Encounter

LATER THAT AFTERNOON, AS SHE WAS HELPING A mother choose birthday books for her toddler twins, she became aware of a figure hovering nearby. Waiting with a question, maybe. When the woman had left, she looked at him enquiringly. ‘Can I help you?’

He advanced with a tentative smile. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Sorry for staring.’ He lifted a hand to sweep his long hair back. Softly spoken. Tall. Around her own age. ‘It’s just – I might be wrong, but you look like someone I used to know.’

She waited. He didn’t seem familiar.

‘You’re not, by any chance – Ellen Sheehan, are you?’

She stared at him. ‘I am, but—’ She stopped. It wasn’t – was it? Could it be?

‘Danny?’

He gave a wide smile. ‘I thought I might be hallucinating.’

‘I don’t believe it,’ she said.

Her best friend before they’d moved from their old town, living just three doors from the Sheehans. It was surreal, seeing this grown version of the boy she’d known so well, once upon a time. He was a full head taller than her now – hadn’t she always been the taller one?

‘Wow,’ he said, ‘it’s like time travel or something, isn’t it? I can still see you with your hair in pigtails.’

‘I never wore my hair in pigtails. You must be thinking of Joan.’

He laughed. She liked the sound of it. ‘No, not Joan, definitely you. I used to pull them when you made me cross. Remember poking my chin dimple, just to annoy me?’

‘Oh, I do. You hated when I poked it.’ Still she was trying to reconcile him with the long-ago boy. The same person, chin dimple still in place, only all grown up now.

He folded his arms, narrowed his eyes at her. ‘Now that I come to think of it, you were actually incredibly annoying.’

‘So were you. It’s a wonder we got on at all.’ They stood there, taking in their adult versions as people walked around them.

‘How long’s it been?’ he asked.

‘Twelve years. We were eight.’

He was a week younger than her, so every year they’d had a joint birthday party on a day between the two dates, their houses hosting in turn. She’d forgotten that until now, hadn’t given him a thought in so long. He’d been tucked away, along with the rest of her old life.

He gave a low whistle. ‘My God. Twelve years. More than half our lifetimes.’ A beat passed while that sank in. ‘I hardly know where to begin,’ he said. ‘Have you lived in Galway long?’

‘Moved here yesterday, started this job today. You live here too?’

‘For now I do. I’m three years through a course in UCG, one more to go. Electronic engineering.’

‘What on earth is that?’

‘It’s a new course. Basically, it’s all about computers.’

‘Computers? That’s a surprise – you always wanted to be a vet.’

‘A vet? I did not!’

‘You did, or an explorer. You wanted to sail the seas like Christopher Columbus. You were going to build your own boat.’

‘What? Now you’re just making things up.’

‘No, it’s true.’ She thought of something else. ‘I wrote to you after we left.’

‘And I wrote back, and I never heard from you again.’

‘Oh, really? I’d forgotten that part. I suppose we moved on.’

‘You moved on, you mean. Forgot your old friend in five minutes.’

‘Sorry. I replaced you with a girl.’

‘Typical.’

Already they were falling back into old familiarity. She liked his hair long. He looked like a fairer version of Neil Young. Amazing they’d both landed in Galway.

‘We must have a proper catch-up,’ he said. ‘When do you finish?’

‘Half five.’

‘Could we grab a coffee then?’

‘We could, in the pub right next door.’ As long as she left by six, she’d be home for dinner.

‘Great – see you there.’

Danny O’Meara, of all people. Wait till she told Joan. She wished she’d kept his letter.

‘You’re a natural,’ Ben said at closing time. ‘I made a good choice.’

‘And you’re a big improvement on my last boss. Miss Arthur never bought me lunch.’

‘Now don’t get ideas. I did make it clear that was a one-time occurrence, didn’t I?’

‘Very clear. I have no expectations.’ She enjoyed his humour. What
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