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Dublin, Ireland, 2014

On that crisp January afternoon, the park lay silvery and deserted, coated in a thin layer of frost. The grass crunched under Georgina’s feet as she followed shrieks of laughter to a cluster of evergreen bushes and trees.

‘Boys!’ she called towards the bushes. ‘Out where I can see you, please!’

Luke and Patrick, her son’s friends, tumbled out first. They were giggling, faces flushed so pink Georgina doubted they felt the cold at all.

‘Come on, you two, back to the playground.’

They bolted off obediently. But Cody did not emerge.

‘Cody?’

Georgina waited. Her breath clouded the air.

‘Cody!’

Of course her child would be the defiant one. Georgina sighed.

‘Cody, don’t make me come in there and get you.’

Still nothing. Luke and Patrick had reached the playground. Their delighted screams echoed over the otherwise silent fields. A distant dog walker was the only other person in sight.

‘Cody!’

Just as Georgina was about to push through the branches herself, the leaves shivered, and her son appeared.

Her annoyance melted away in the face of that cheeky half-smile.

‘Come on. Your friends are at the playground.’ She ruffled his muss of dark hair as they began to walk.

He was sucking on a lollipop he hadn’t had earlier.

Georgina frowned. ‘Where did you get that?’

Cody took the lollipop out of his mouth. ‘The old lady gave it to me.’

‘What old lady?’

‘The old lady in the bushes.’

He popped it back in his mouth and made to run after his friends. Georgina stopped him.

‘You were talking to an old lady in the bushes? Just now?’

Cody nodded, impatient to be off.

‘Why would she give you a lollipop, Cody?’

He shrugged. ‘She said she was my granny.’

The shiver that travelled down Georgina’s spine had nothing to do with the cold. Each hair on the back of her neck stood up as if brushed by a spiderweb.

‘Cody,’ she said, when she trusted herself to speak, ‘that’s not right. You know Granny is dead.’

‘I know that,’ Cody said scornfully. ‘She said it. Can I go, Mam, please?’

Georgina nodded, too shaken to continue the conversation, and watched him tear off to the playground.

She turned back towards the bushes. They were still. She looked around the park but could see no one. Even the dog walker had disappeared from sight.

‘Patrick, you’re on!’ Cody was screaming gleefully. ‘Catch me if you can, catch me if you can!’

Georgina walked over to the thicket of bushes and trees.

‘Hello?’

She took a step closer, then another, and tried peering through the leaves. But all she could see were tree trunks and darkness.

Suddenly self-conscious, she backed away and cut a brisk path to the playground.

‘Cody,’ she asked, when she managed to pull him away from his friends, ‘where did the lollipop really come from?’

‘The lady. I told you.’ He wriggled out from under her grasp.

‘Cody, come on. You shouldn’t make up—’

But he was racing back to his friends.

Georgina sat down on a bench.

She said she was my granny.

She wanted to cry. As of last year – 4 July, a date now carved into Georgina’s heart – Cody didn’t have a grandmother. Bren’s parents had passed away before Cody was born, but Georgina’s mother had been a warm, wonderful presence in her grandson’s first seven years of life. Now she wouldn’t see his eighth birthday.

Georgina wiped away a tear. She didn’t know what would compel Cody to say such a thing, but it was upsetting, it was wrong.

‘Mam!’ Cody was hanging upside down off the climbing frame. ‘Look at me, look at meee!’

‘I see you, sweetie!’ Georgina forced a cheerful tone. She wished now that she hadn’t agreed to this play date, but it was too late. Luke and Patrick’s respective parents weren’t picking them up until seven. Georgina felt tired at the thought.

As they left the park, she looked back over her shoulder, across the icy fields to that lonely patch of trees – and again felt that soft spiderweb brush against the hairs on the back of her neck.
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‘Jesus, that must’ve been upsetting to hear,’ was Bren’s reaction when Georgina recounted the story that evening.

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘It was.’

They were standing in the amber-lit kitchen of their small, slightly shabby, but beloved house. Cosy, Georgina called it. Cramped, Bren said, but affectionately. Their house was in an area of Dublin that was also slightly shabby, but colourful and central and bustling too. ‘An area on the up and up!’ was how estate agents described it. ‘Affordable and close to work’ was how Bren and Georgina described it.

Cody was watching TV in the front room, his friends finally gone home.

‘I asked Luke and Patrick if they saw anyone in the bushes,’ Georgina continued. ‘They said no.’

‘Well, obviously.’ Bren’s tone was amused, but warm enough that the words didn’t sting. ‘What, you thought she might’ve been real? The ghostly woman in the bushes?’

‘No, of course not,’ said Georgina. ‘I just felt freaked out, I guess. The park was deserted, it was all creepy . . . And the thing I couldn’t understand was – where did Cody get the lollipop?’

Bren was grinning now. ‘Come on, Georgie. You can’t think of anywhere Cody might have stolen a lollipop?’

She could, of course: a jar of lollipops stood on Cody’s teacher’s desk, to be handed out each Friday to the team of seven-year-olds with the most stars for good behaviour that week. Due almost entirely to the fact of Cody and Patrick’s membership, Team Orange never won.

‘If he’d pocketed it in school, he obviously wouldn’t tell you,’ Bren pointed out.

‘I didn’t think of that.’ Georgina wondered why this obvious explanation hadn’t occurred to her. Had it been the factual manner in which Cody had reported the incident? Or the eerie setting, the quiet park?

‘I just felt unsettled,’ she concluded. ‘After he mentioned my mam.’

‘Of course you did.’ Bren put an arm around her. ‘Anyone would be rattled after hearing that.’

She leant against him. Their embrace was reflected in the kitchen window: Bren six foot two and lanky, with loose brown curls and glasses, and Georgina shorter, slender, with cropped blonde hair and soft features. Bren teased her gently about that haircut, said she could never look edgy no matter how hard she tried; her face was too warm, too approachable.

‘It’s probably just a game he finds comforting,’ Bren continued. ‘Just his way of feeling close to Rose.’

A tired, heavy sadness washed over Georgina. ‘Yeah, maybe.’

‘Children have odd ways of dealing with grief. He didn’t know it would upset you.’ Bren kissed her forehead, then moved away to put the kettle on. ‘D’you want a cup of tea?’

She nodded.

‘Chamomile?’

When she nodded again, he took down her favourite chipped mug. In that instant she felt so comfortable here in their little house with the crammed bookshelves, the potted plants, the crooked lamp in the corner . . .

And the sofa, where Bren had slept when things got really bad between them last year.

‘Fancy going to the cinema this weekend?’ Bren’s voice was a welcome diversion to her train of thought. ‘The Light House is showing Breakfast at Tiffany’s.’

That movie was one of Georgina’s favourites; she knew it would never be Bren’s choice.

‘I can’t,’ she said with real regret, sitting down at the table. ‘I have so much studying to catch up on.’

‘You don’t have to keep your nose to the grindstone all the time. A couple of hours off would do you good.’

‘No, I really can’t.’

‘No worries.’ Bren placed the mug of chamomile tea in front of her. He had been unfailingly supportive, both financially and emotionally, of Georgina’s decision to go back to college. However, since her mother’s death, he’d expressed concern on several occasions that she had too much on her plate. Georgina didn’t disagree, but she didn’t know what he expected her to do about it. She was doing the best she could.

‘Oh, and I have to find time to visit my dad this weekend,’ she remembered. Georgina’s father had not been doing well since her mother’s death.

‘I’ll come with you. And we can bring Cody.’

‘That’d be nice. Seeing Cody always cheers him up.’

She sipped her tea.

‘You know,’ said Bren, ‘studies suggest that having children doesn’t actually make you happier. But people with grandchildren are apparently happier than people without.’

‘No wonder. You get all the good parts, then you get to hand them back at the end of the day.’

‘Exactly.’ He grinned. ‘One day, we’ll be old and grey and Cody will have his own kid and it’ll all have been worth it.’

They sat quietly for a while.

Georgina and Bren had met in their early twenties. She had been immediately impressed by him. He had a master’s in psychology and a job at a well-known tech company, helping them make their websites more user-friendly. ‘I want to work as a psychologist eventually,’ he’d told her at the time. ‘This is just for a couple of years.’ Bren was still in tech.

Georgina, contrastingly, had dropped out of university in her second year (a period of her life she preferred not to think about, even now) and had worked as a retail assistant in a bookshop ever since. When she and Bren met, she had been considering going back to college. But those plans were interrupted by Cody’s arrival.

Neither of them had intended to have a child quite so early, in their lives or the relationship. But they adored each other, and Cody, while unexpected, was very welcome. However, it meant Georgina was turning thirty by the time Cody started school and she could return to her own education.

Now she was one year away from being a fully qualified teacher.

Studying full-time. Working part-time. And raising her son.

‘What are you thinking about?’

She zoned back in to the kitchen.

‘My mam,’ she said. And it was the truth. When she thought about her day-to-day life, she was thinking about how her mother wasn’t there to be a part of it. When she thought about college, she was thinking that her mother wouldn’t be there to see her graduate. Georgina hadn’t stopped thinking about her in the six months since she’d died.

Bren reached out a hand to touch hers.

‘I haven’t gotten used to the thought of Dad in that big house on his own.’ Georgina felt tears fill her eyes. ‘God, here I go again with the waterworks. If Mam could see me, she’d tell me to stop my snivelling and get on with it.’ How she missed her mother’s ability to be warm and no-nonsense at the same time.

‘Well, we’re going to visit him this weekend, aren’t we?’

‘Maybe we should bring him over some dinner.’ That was what her mother would have done. Focused on something practical. ‘I know he’s not eating properly.’

‘I’ll cook something,’ Bren offered. He was far more capable in the kitchen than Georgina.

‘Thanks.’ She smiled at him. He was so good to her, in so many ways. At moments like these, she felt small and petty for being so slow to forgive him that one line he had crossed. After all, he’d only put a toe over it, hadn’t he?

They were here now, she reminded herself. They were trying.

But after teacups had been tidied away, teeth brushed and Cody tucked into bed, Georgina couldn’t bring herself to do the thing she’d been considering all evening: to take Bren by the hand and lead him into the bedroom, to undress and kiss and let go.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to. But she wanted to the same way she wanted to go to the gym: she knew she would feel better afterwards, but it was so hard to start, so much easier to stare at Netflix and eat Kettle crisps.

She knew Bren wanted to as well – knew this affected him, knew he felt rejected – and that made her feel simultaneously guilty and resentful. They wouldn’t be in this situation if not for Bren’s toe-over-the-line incident. They’d been doing all right on the sex front before. Maybe not fireworks – they’d been together too long for that – but they’d shared a gentle, familiar intimacy. Now when Georgina reached for those feelings, they just weren’t there.

The books and articles she’d been furtively reading on reigniting your love life all emphasised the importance of communication. Georgina didn’t feel like communicating with her husband right now. Instead, she spent her evening alternating between studying and scrolling through social media sites.

She and Bren went to bed at the same time, as they did most nights. Georgina was getting changed into her comfortable old nightdress, and Bren was in the bathroom brushing his teeth, when the house phone rang.

The momentary pang of worry she felt if the phone rang late at night – was it her father? was something wrong? – had become a familiar one to Georgina since her mother’s passing. She glanced at the screen. Caller ID hidden.

‘Hello?’

Silence on the line.

‘Dad? Is that you?’

It was a deliberate silence, somehow. It gave Georgina the odd but definite sense that someone was listening on the other end.

She felt a sudden, absolute certainty that it was not her father.

‘Who is this?’

Bren dropped something in the bathroom with a loud clatter, and Georgina jolted. She hung up the phone. You’re being silly, she told herself as she got under the covers. But she couldn’t help wishing Bren would come back into the room.

He did, moments later. Switching off the lights, he settled in the bed beside her, warm and solid and smelling of soap. ‘Who was on the phone?’

‘Prank call, I think. There was someone on the line, but they didn’t say anything.’

‘Kids still do prank calls nowadays? How very nineties.’

He draped an arm around her waist. All the sex they weren’t having couldn’t change this: the familiar shape their bodies made, tucked together like spoons for almost a decade now. Despite the things that had faltered between them in the past year, physical affection remained, and this gave Georgina hope that they could get back to where they’d once been.

‘Spooked you, didn’t it?’ Bren could always read her mood.

‘I just hate calls at night. I always think the worst.’ She relaxed against him. ‘And I was surprised when the house phone rang.’ Neither she nor Bren ever used it, relying on their smartphones for everything.

‘We should get rid of it.’ Bren yawned. ‘The thing’s prehistoric.’

He wasn’t wrong. Their house phone was an ancient block of a thing that did not record the date or time of calls, only the number.

Within minutes Bren was snoring, a low, comforting rumble. Georgina lay awake a while longer, listening to the winter wind outside. It gusted and howled, and sent tree branches scratching against windows, like fingers searching for a way in.
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On her way to collect Cody from school the next day, Georgina stopped off at the park.

The playground was deserted again. The football fields glittered white. One dedicated lone jogger circled the park’s perimeter. Otherwise, there was no one in sight.

As she approached the thicket of bushes where Cody claimed to have seen the old lady, Georgina felt half embarrassed. She wasn’t sure what had compelled her to come back here. She knew she was being ridiculous.

But she couldn’t quite shake that feeling that had shivered down her spine.

Embarrassment intensifying, Georgina steeled herself and – glad that there was nobody around to see – ducked down like a child and pushed under the icy branches.

When she straightened up, she found herself in a shadowy clearing. It was scattered with litter: discarded beer cans, cigarette ends, a single shoe . . . A circle of blackened earth marked where somebody had lit a fire.

But it was quiet now. Whoever came here at night was elsewhere.

Georgina was alone.

She turned on the spot, looking all around. The bushes were dense, the tree trunks thick. It was possible an adult could have stood concealed behind one of those trees, out of sight of Luke and Patrick, stepping out only when Cody was alone . . .

A breeze sent the leaves rustling, and Georgina shivered.

She said she was my granny.

Just as she shook herself, determined not to get spooked, the branches to her right trembled.

She turned her head sharply. Could that have been the wind?

No, because the wind was in the leaves, softly whispering. Whatever was moving in the bushes was deliberate, solid.

A twig cracked.

Georgina took a step back. From the looks of this place, she didn’t want to meet any of the people who frequented it.

But something was coming. The sounds were getting closer now, crashing towards her—

Then, sending all the branches shuddering, a shape tumbled out onto the ground.

A huge woolly white dog with a lolling pink tongue and wagging tail.

‘Oh my God.’ Georgina crouched down to rub his head. ‘You scared me, boy.’

The dog licked her hand happily before charging off into the undergrowth.

She straightened up. Get it together, she told herself. Nobody had been lurking behind any trees. The fictional grandmother was just Cody’s way of dealing with grief, as Bren had said. The phone call last night had been a prank or a wrong number.

She was getting anxious over nothing.

As she turned to leave, Georgina noticed a glimmer of gold on the rubbish-strewn ground. Something stamped into the dirt.

Hesitantly, she reached down and pinched it between her thumb and forefinger. As delicately as she could, she tugged it free.

But it was only a golden sweet wrapper, with the words CAFFREY’S CONFECTIONERY stamped across it. She let it drift back to the ground.

For God’s sake, said the part of her brain that sometimes spoke in Bren’s firm, rational voice. You’re letting a child’s imagination get under your skin.

Picturing the look that would be on his face as he said it, she decided not to mention to Bren that she’d come here.

Feeling idiotic, and suddenly very aware of how cold it was, Georgina wrapped her scarf tighter around her neck and set off to collect her son from school.
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Later that afternoon, when Cody was settled in front of the TV, Georgina sat at the kitchen table and opened her laptop to study. But she couldn’t concentrate.

Closing her eyes, she envisioned her future as an art teacher. A brightly lit classroom, with paintings on the walls. An end, finally, to shift work. Finding the odd student with real promise, seeing them go on to complete their degree as she hadn’t . . . Focusing on that dream always gave her the motivation to get to work. But—

‘Mam?’ Just as she began to type, Cody burst into the room. ‘I’m bored of watching TV.’

Feeling like the Worst Mother in the World, Georgina said, ‘How about half an hour more TV? Just one more episode and—’

Ding-dong.

‘I’ll get it!’ Delighted by the distraction, Cody went thumping into the hall. Resigned, Georgina followed him.

She found him on the doorstep talking to Vera, their next-door neighbour.

‘Hiya, Georgina!’ Vera was a small, warm woman in her seventies. With her round face and round glasses, she always put Georgina vaguely in mind of an owl. She was wearing a puffy purple coat, and her permed hair was dyed a dull fair colour that Georgina guiltily thought of as old-lady blonde. It was her mother, Rose, who had put that phrase in her head: Don’t ever let them put that old-lady blonde in my hair! It’s worse than grey. Georgina had found her mother’s commitment to glamour an endearing vanity. Rose wouldn’t have been caught dead in a coat like the one Vera was wearing.

The phrase caught dead jarred in Georgina’s mind.

‘I baked too much, as usual,’ Vera was saying. ‘Banana bread, straight from the oven.’

‘Well come on in!’ said Cody importantly. Georgina had to smile. Vera’s habit of showing up with baked goods made her very popular with Cody.

Until recently, Vera had shared her home with her daughter, Lorraine, Lorraine’s partner Dave and their two-year-old son, Sean. But Lorraine, Dave and Sean had emigrated and moved to Australia late last year.

Georgina had liked Lorraine and Dave. Small houses and thin walls created a sense of intimacy and Georgina, who’d overheard their jokes, arguments and laughter, knew they were a happy family. When they left, Vera had maintained a determinedly cheery outlook, but Georgina knew it must be difficult for her. That noisy house suddenly empty. All the family she had on the other side of the world.

In the kitchen, Cody and Vera sat down at the table while Georgina put the kettle on.

‘How are Lorraine and Dave getting on?’ she asked Vera as she made the tea.

‘Oh, they’re getting on great,’ Vera said, unwrapping the bread. ‘There’s far more opportunity for young people over there, you know.’

The instant the banana bread was uncovered, Cody grabbed a slice and shoved it into his mouth.

‘Cody,’ Georgina chided.

Vera only chuckled. ‘I was on Skype to them this morning,’ she went on. ‘Lorraine was terrified because Sean found a huge spider in the house, but Sean wasn’t scared at all. “I saw big spidey, Nanny,” he kept saying. “Big spidey!”’

‘How big was the spider?’ Cody demanded through a mouthful of banana bread.

‘Huge,’ said Vera solemnly. ‘Big as your hand.’

‘Gross,’ said Cody with enthusiasm. ‘Was it poisonous?’

‘Well, probably not,’ Vera admitted. ‘But,’ she continued, lowering her voice to a dramatic whisper, ‘some of the spiders over there are deadly poisonous.’

As Vera and Cody discussed Australian wildlife, Georgina zoned out to the tick-tock of the kitchen clock.

She thought of her behaviour earlier. Climbing into the bushes like an idiot. Scared half to death by a dog, for God’s sake. She thought about getting back to her studies once Vera was gone. She thought, as she did constantly, about her mother. She stifled a yawn, sipped her chamomile tea and watched the clock tick-tock as Vera chatted.

The shadows. The clock. The stuffed toy.

An involuntary shudder ran through her. That was a most unwelcome memory, one she pushed firmly away. Why would she think of that now? Her spine stiffened, causing her to sit up straighter in her chair, but neither Vera nor Cody, deep in conversation, seemed to notice.

‘ . . . and poisonous snakes that crawl into shoes,’ Vera was telling Cody. ‘People put on their shoes and feel something wriggling . . . ’

Georgina had to smile at the look of delight on Cody’s face. Never underestimate the bloodthirstiness of the average seven-year-old. Feeling a little better, she helped herself to a slice of banana bread. It was soft and delicious.

When the tea was finished and the table cleared, Georgina walked Vera to the door. ‘Pop over anytime, Vera.’

‘You’re very good, Georgina. Talk to you soon.’

After Vera had gone indoors, Georgina lingered in her own front garden a moment longer, wanting to breathe in the crisp air and outside world before returning to her laptop.

Across the street, the Brazilian couple from number 24 walked with arms around each other, laughing at some private joke. The woman was heavily pregnant. Her partner held her with a tenderness that tugged at Georgina’s chest. They were part of the backdrop to her neighbourhood. Just like the students in number 18, who never mowed their lawn and sometimes threw wild parties. Just like Anthony, their next-door neighbour on the other side: a burly man, sixty-ish, with faded tattoos and a heavily lined face. Unlike Vera, Anthony had always lived alone. He could come across gruff – Bren had never liked him – but Georgina thought there was kindness in the lines around his eyes. She always gave him a warm smile, and sometimes she got one in return.

Georgina loved living here. Loved the red-brick houses and the twisted tree roots that split the concrete. Loved that a five-minute walk to the left reached a bustling main road, busy with pubs and bakeries and flower shops, but that her street was quiet and calm. A slice of an old neighbourhood in the heart of Dublin.

She took it all in, then turned and walked indoors. Back to the grindstone. But first, where was . . .

‘Cody?’

Not in the kitchen. Georgina went to check the front room. The TV was off. No sign of him.

Just as she was about to leave the room, she heard a small noise behind the sofa.

She smiled.

‘I wonder where Cody could be hiding,’ she addressed the room.

In the ensuing silence, she heard that sound again – a secretive scuffle.

‘Under the table? No . . . ’ Georgina walked with deliberately clunky footsteps across the floor. ‘Behind the door? No . . . Could he be behind the sofa?’

She leant over the top of the sofa and saw her son crouching there, the house phone pressed to his ear.

‘Hi, Mam,’ Cody said. Then he added into the phone: ‘She found me.’

Georgina felt her smile fade a little.

‘Who are you talking to, sweetie?’

Cody giggled.

‘Is the phone for me, Cody?’ she asked, a little more sternly.

‘No!’ For a child with a tendency to misbehave, Cody became very indignant when wrongfully accused. ‘It’s for me.’

‘Who is it?’

He was grinning like this was an enormous joke, one he hadn’t decided whether or not to let his mother in on yet. Then . . .

‘It’s the old lady,’ he said. ‘From the park. The old lady who wants to be my granny.’

The sudden trembling inside Georgina was so strong she was surprised to see that her hand, when she held it out, was quite steady.

‘Cody,’ she said, her tone leaving no room for disagreement, ‘give me the phone.’

He heard the change in her voice and reluctantly handed it over. Georgina hesitated for a fraction of a second, remembering that late-night phone call, that deliberate silence on the line, before holding the handset to her ear.

‘Hello?’

Nobody there. Just a dial tone.

She shook her head inwardly at her own overactive imagination. She was sorry now for interrupting Cody’s game. ‘I think Granny must have hung up, darling,’ she said.

Cody grabbed the phone back, and his face fell. ‘She did hang up.’ He looked up at Georgina accusingly. ‘Maybe she doesn’t like you.’
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They visited Georgina’s father on Saturday, as planned. Georgina’s childhood home was considerably bigger than the one she lived in now, located in an area considerably swankier than the one she lived in now.

‘Georgie,’ her father boomed at the door, folding her into a big hug. ‘My great girl.’

Jimmy McGrath was a huge man – massively tall and broad, and, in his old age, fat with it, due to his fondness for red wine and rich food. He had towered over his late wife, a tiny woman who had nevertheless been the tougher of the two.

‘How’re you doing, Dad?’

‘Ah, grand, grand,’ Jimmy said loudly. ‘Can’t complain. What’s that you have there, Bren?’

Bren was carrying the dinner in Tupperware containers. ‘Chicken Alfredo made with cauliflower sauce.’

Jimmy eyed it suspiciously. He approved of Bren, but not what he called his ‘fancy cooking’. ‘Cauliflower sauce?’ he muttered to Georgina. ‘I never heard the likes.’ Then, leaning down from his great height towards Cody, he asked: ‘And how’s my favourite grandson?’

‘I’m your only grandson,’ Cody answered as he always answered, and Jimmy laughed as he always laughed, a great booming ha-ha-ha, before slipping Cody a twenty-euro note.

‘Oh for God’s sake, Dad,’ said Georgina, amused and exasperated in equal measure. ‘You gave him twenty quid last weekend too. He’s seven; he doesn’t need all that money.’

‘I do so need it,’ said Cody, and with the note clutched happily in one hand, he raced inside and began jumping up and down on the sofa. Jimmy smiled indulgently, unfazed by the threat to his expensive furniture.

‘There you are. He does need it. What are you going to buy, Cody?’

‘I’m going to buy the Mega-Power Purple Slinger Machine Gun with penguin and monkey bullets!’

‘Well, there you have it, Georgie. He’s going to buy the Mega-Purple . . . what was it?’

‘Slinger Machine Gun,’ Bren interjected in passing. ‘Some awful toy all the kids are mad for. Costs nearly two hundred quid.’

‘Well then,’ said Jimmy loudly, ‘I’ll buy it for him.’

‘Shh,’ Georgina hushed him. Luckily Cody, still jumping on the sofa, hadn’t heard. ‘Dad, he got a ton of toys for Christmas. Why don’t you wait till his birthday?’

‘But I don’t mind buying it.’

‘That’s really good of you, but there’s just no need. And he doesn’t need money every time we pop around either.’

‘Georgina,’ said her father huffily, ‘I’ve always given Cody money when he visits.’

‘And I appreciate it. But when Mam was still here, we didn’t visit quite so—’

Georgina broke off. At the mention of his late wife, Jimmy’s jolly mask slipped, and what was hidden behind it shocked her. He looked so grey, so grief-stricken, so old.

‘Dad.’ She felt suddenly sick. What was she arguing for? If spoiling his grandchild bought her father some happiness, brought some light to that exhausted face, surely it was money well spent.

‘Buy him the stupid toy, Dad.’ Let him spoil Cody rotten. ‘I’m sorry I made a fuss.’

Georgina thought suddenly of Cody’s pretend phone call and prayed he wouldn’t mention that awful game in front of his grandfather. She didn’t think Jimmy could handle hearing Rose’s memory being used in such a flippant and disturbing manner.

‘Dad? Are you listening to me?’ She touched his arm. ‘Get him the Mega-Power Purple Slinger Machine Gun if you want.’

Jimmy looked at her, and the hint of a smile creased his eyes. Georgina could have cried with relief.

‘The Purple Monkey what? Am I expected to remember the bloody name?’

Georgina started to giggle – and then they were both laughing, the kind of laughter that gathers momentum, has a life of its own. They clutched each other, hysterical, until Cody came over to stare with some concern. ‘What are you laughing at?’

Georgina wiped tears from her eyes. ‘Purple . . . monkey . . . ’ she managed, and then they were off again.

Cody shook his head soberly. ‘Grown-ups are weird.’

*

The dinner was delicious. Jimmy, despite his reservations regarding cauliflower sauce, cleared his plate and asked for more.

As they were loading the dishwasher afterwards, Georgina said to her father, ‘I noticed a lot of cardboard boxes upstairs.’ She didn’t mention that she had looked inside the boxes and recognised her mother’s clothes.

‘Oh, those,’ Jimmy replied as he scraped leftovers into the bin. ‘Old stuff that needs to be sorted. Most of it’ll go to charity, I suppose.’ He did not look at her as he spoke.

‘I can help, Dad,’ Georgina offered. ‘I’ll come round and go through some of the stuff for you.’

‘Would you, love?’ He looked at her gratefully then. ‘That’d be great.’

Before they left, Georgina slipped out to the back garden. Her mother had always left food and water out for wild animals. Since her death, Jimmy had pledged to keep her birdfeeders filled. But while his intentions were good, his efforts were haphazard, and Georgina knew that more often than not he simply forgot.

Today she found the feeders empty and the water iced over. Quietly, without pointing it out to her father, she refilled them both.

On the way home, Bren drove. Georgina stared out the window and thought about her father in that big house by himself. His wife was gone. His brother Billy, his only sibling, had been in a home with early-onset Alzheimer’s for several years now. She thought of Jimmy with just the TV for company. She thought of her mother’s birds going hungry.

She would visit her father more often. Help him with the boxes of clothes. Fill the birdfeeders herself. What else could she do?

She had not realised that Bren had overheard her conversation with her dad, but later that evening, he brought it up.

‘It won’t
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