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Dedication

For Mum and Dad, whose patience with me is inspirational, to say the least.
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Mary O’Connor has become part of the furniture at Ealing Broadway station. Like most items abandoned on the roadside, she is overlooked and underappreciated. But that is where the similarities stop. There is nothing scruffy about Mary—quite the opposite in fact.

Her hair is neatly pinned in a bun at the back of her head, the dark strands shining with the luster of a horse chestnut. Mary hasn’t had a haircut in years, sees it as an indulgence she does not deserve, but there are good genes at play that keep her hair in prime condition regardless. They are the same genes that also lend her symmetrical features, high cheekbones, and a neat, aquiline nose. Without so much as a trace of makeup, her eyes are wide. Searching, someone observant might say. That, or haunted.

Every evening Mary power walks here straight from work, after stacking the shelves at the supermarket down the road. There isn’t time to head home and change, what with her shift finishing at five thirty and the rush to get to the station and not miss a minute of the people traffic. Instead, she will button a cardigan over the branded yellow polo shirt provided by her employer. It may not be a fashionable look, but Mary’s beauty is enough to eclipse even the most heinous of sartorial crimes.

Once Mary reaches the station, her body slips into autopilot. She finds her position, under the concrete entrance porch, a few yards ahead of the ticket barriers and to the left of a kiosk offering watery coffee. Then, satisfied with her spot, she will reach down for the sign. She carries it with her at all times, slotted into the back pocket of her hiking day pack and folded in two along a central crease that is becoming weaker with age. Not the only one, she thinks, pursing her lips as a sharp twinge runs along the bottom of her left shoulder blade. And to think she turned forty just last week. The emotional toll of the past few years has left Mary feeling at least twenty years older.

She is tall, touching six feet, so she will take a second to ensure that she has positioned the sign at what she estimates to be Average Eye Height. Then she pulls the two sides of the cardboard apart and unveils her message to the world. She’ll adjust her fingers, when they begin to cramp, but she is always careful to avoid obscuring even half an inch of the wording: COME HOME JIM. Every word matters and every syllable is ingrained in her heart.

“Jim?” she asks the commuters as they trudge past, their heads bent over their phones or one of the free local newspapers that end up collecting at her feet. In the last year or two there has been an alarming rise in the number of people she thinks are responding to her. In actual fact they are speaking into those buds, the little white apostrophes in their eardrums that are almost invisible, not a wire in sight. Very disconcerting. And to think they look at her like she is the one unhinged from reality.

On a busy day, one or maybe two people will stop and ask after her or Jim. The first will usually be a concerned do-gooder, someone who assumes she has fallen on hard times (or perhaps her head) and is in need of a moment or two’s conversation. Despite her tidy appearance, there are always a couple of people a month who will try to slip her some money too. But how to explain that she isn’t so much homeless as without the one person who should be her home? They always move on before Mary has begun to find the words.

In winter, she calls it a day when her hands are so numb that she begins to drop the sign—after two hours or so in her thin woolen gloves. This always leaves her with a fresh sense of guilt. Is she packing up too early? What if Jim comes just as she has her keys in the door to the flat? After nearly seven years of this routine, six full cycles of winter, spring, summer, and autumn, she has reconciled herself to the niggling sense of negligence that accompanies putting the clocks back.

But now, in early August, she can be out until ten o’clock at night. That gives her another hour, according to her watch, silver on a slim chain, a treasured gift from him. Mary will weather the pain in her feet and her shoulder and her heart because she has nowhere else to go and no desire to face the flat, still as a mausoleum and the silence stifling.

She will wait out that hour, and even then she knows she will wish she could stay outside the station forever. She will wait until her knees buckle and her ankles give way. She will not move on or get over it or end-stop this. She will not give up. No. She will wait and wait and then wait some more. After all, wasn’t that what she promised Jim?

To the ends of the earth, or Ealing. Always.
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Ten P.M. Mary twists her neck from side to side. There is a crack, followed by a series of small crunches like leaves underfoot. Whoever said standing was the key to good health doesn’t spend over twelve hours a day on their feet. Mary folds the sign and tucks it back in her rucksack before taking one last look around. Although she should be inured to disappointment by now, the sight of the station concourse, empty of the one face she wants to see, bites.

As it is a Tuesday, Mary does not have time to head home before her 11 P.M. TO 3 A.M. shift at NightLine, the local crisis call center. She does the same slot on Thursday nights too and would do more, were it not for the fact that Ted, CEO and rotation supervisor, put his foot down over fears that Mary would overexert herself. The reality is that she is so exhausted—emotionally, physically—that she has forgotten what it is like to feel otherwise. She hopes that the fifteen-minute walk from the station to St. Katherine’s primary school, the charity’s headquarters, will perk her up enough to be coherent on the phone tonight.

When Mary first started at NightLine, it was three months after everything that had happened with Jim and, while she had already established her vigil at the station, somehow that was not enough. His loss had left a void in her life, a great gaping crater to swallow her whole. Even though it seemed it would never be filled, Mary knew that she had to at least try to do something to cling to whatever shreds of a future she had left.

So when the advert for new volunteers went up on the Community Noticeboard on one of her first days working at SuperShop, Mary tore down the leaflet on instinct. She stuffed it into her trouser pocket. For a day or two that was as far as she got. Every time she thought about emailing the inquiry address, one of Mam’s favorite phrases would pop up in her mind, puppet-style, before she could click Send: You can’t help anyone until you can help yourself.

There was logic in that aphorism, as there was in most, but if it was only people beyond the need for help who offered it, then surely there would be nobody working for charities at all? Besides, Mary fitted most of the volunteer criteria—she was committed, reliable, a strong listener. She had a slight question mark over her ability to remain “confident in crisis situations,” but Mary told herself that NightLine could provide as good an opportunity as any to learn.

She had never been as bombarded by information as she was during her first few training sessions. Ted started off flagging the most important pages in the hefty handbook but he soon abandoned that; perhaps he could sense that Mary was conscientious enough to scour it from cover to cover anyway. All that reading, and still there was only one phrase that Mary took to heart, emblazoned on the paper file as the organization’s tagline: Space to Speak.

It made her think of Jim, which in itself was nothing new, but now the tagline flipped her thoughts. She had spent so long reliving every conversation she could remember between the two of them. But now she realized that, even with perfect recall, those strings of words couldn’t tell the full story. Mary promised herself that she would give her NightLine callers all the space she could possibly afford.

Although her self-esteem has come close to collapsing in recent years, she knows that she is a good volunteer. And, despite the grueling nature of the role, she has come to realize that she feels more comfortable at NightLine than she does almost anywhere else in the world these days. There is the sense of purpose that grounds her after the emotional upheaval of the daily vigil. There is the solace of the classroom walls. And then there is the company of the other volunteers, whom she has grown very fond of indeed.

Of them, Mary has known Ted the longest, although he doesn’t strictly count as a volunteer. Not since his wife died two years ago and he made the decision to take himself off the phones while he grieved. He works in a managerial capacity now—rotation, setup, the boring nuts and bolts. The two of them used to pass like ships in the night, until last year when his youngest went off to university and he confided in Mary that he was feeling rather at a loose end.

That makes two of us, Mary thought, before drawing out of herself enough to ask if he fancied a walk sometime. Now, a Sunday-afternoon stroll has become something of a habit for them both. A few weeks ago they popped down to Kew together to celebrate his fiftieth birthday—if two scones at the café can be called such.

“Evening,” Mary calls as she enters the classroom.

Ted has his back to her. He is wearing his usual polo shirt and khaki shorts and is standing under the light fixture, his shaven head glowing like a bulb. Mary can see that he is in the middle of filling the tea urn. It, however, does not want to play ball. The stainless steel drum wobbles on the table edge.

“Mary!”

In his enthusiasm to greet her, Ted releases the hand that is cradling the metal, and the urn falls to the floor with a crash. They both flinch.

“Bloody nightmare, this thing,” he says as the drum rolls under the table. Mary is always surprised by how neutral his voice sounds to her Northern Irish ears. Not a trace of accent, even though he has the Jack-the-Lad disposition of an East End geezer.

“Did you have a good trip?” Mary asks.

Ted nods and Mary notices his tan. He has always been sun-kissed—one of the perks of being a gardener, she supposes—but he is positively bronzed after two and a half weeks of visiting his elderly parents in Dorset. It takes ten years off him. “Fine, thanks. Hard to see them getting frailer, though.”

Mary tries not to think of her own mam, getting on now, her ankles like tennis balls swollen above her carpet slippers. A dutiful daughter, she reminds herself, would spend her evenings helping her mam ease them off, not posing outside a station five hundred miles away. She pushes the thought to the back of her mind.

“I ought to be off.” Ted’s voice cuts through Mary’s reverie. She must have been silent for longer than she thought because, when she refocuses on the room, she can see that Ted is wavering, unsure of whether to go in for a goodbye hug. Mary offers her most convincing smile instead.

When he is gone, she takes her seat, winding the phone cord around her index finger as she awaits the arrival of the other two regular volunteers at NightLine.

It isn’t long before she clocks Kit and Olive crossing the road through the window. Kit—a twenty-something with the boundless energy of a schoolboy—is mid-anecdote. His sandy hair keeps falling into his eyes, and Mary can imagine that it is all Olive—a retired chiropractor—can do not to offer him an elastic band for it. Kit has the chiseled handsomeness of a boy-band lead but with a slapdash approach to the specifics of his appearance, which means that he looks, perennially, like he has just returned from a festival. To think that he works in an investment bank by day, too.

“It seems a little far-fetched to me . . . ,” Olive says as they enter the room.

She turns and gives Mary a wave before heading for the teacher’s wheelie chair. She undoes the Velcro on her sandals and slides her feet out of them. Olive is an old friend of Ted’s and has been at NightLine since its inception. It goes some way to explaining why she treats the place like her own front room.

“How are you, amigo?”

Last thing any of the volunteers heard, Kit had taken up a Spanish app. Now, it seemed, they would never be hearing the end of it.

There is a silence until Mary clocks that he is addressing her. “Me?”

“What’s new?” Kit prompts.

“Not much.” Nothing would be more apt. But how to explain to Kit that her life never veers off the same course of supermarket shift, station vigil, and two evenings a week of volunteering here at NightLine? She can only imagine the sort of work-hard, play-hard city existence he must lead. The last thing she wants to be is pitied.

“Any summer holiday on the horizon?”

Before Mary can go through the ordeal of a response, the phone nearest Olive burbles.

“Park yourself!” Olive barks at Kit. “We’re starting.”

Soon the room settles into silence as the three begin to take the calls in turn. Mary’s first is a long one, over two hours. It is a young man whose wife has left him, with the twin toddlers in tow. It never does get easier, hearing someone say they aren’t sure what there is to get up for in the morning, and there is no doubt that Mary has far more sympathy for the sentiment than most. Not that she can let on about that. Volunteers are anonymous and cannot give so much as a hint of their own personal lives. It is comforting, she finds, presenting yourself as a void. It comes rather more naturally to her than she thinks can be healthy.

Mary has a few moments to herself after he hangs up. She digs into the Twix that Ted left for her and makes a fresh cup of tea. Looking back, she will marvel at how the most extraordinary events always seem to coincide with the most ordinary of moments. But for now she swallows down a mouthful of her biscuit, then picks up the receiver.

“Good evening, you are through to NightLine. Before we begin, I ha—”

“Hello?” The male voice on the other end of the line is crackly, as if a hand is being moved across the microphone.

“Hello, good evening, it’s NightLine. There are a few questions that I have to ask fir—”

“I wanted to say that I missed you.”

At first Mary doesn’t trust her own ears. She’s been here long enough that she thinks she has heard it all.

“Are you still there?” the voice asks. The sound is muffled but there is a detectable slur between the words.

“Yes, yes . . .” Mary rests her free hand on the desk but she can see that it is trembling, regardless of the complete tension in her bicep. For a second she tries to focus her mind on the here and now. But it is futile; she is already spiraling years back, to the moment they met. It couldn’t be, could it?

“Did you hear what I said?” The man’s words seem to fall on top of one another, the effect of a half bottle of whiskey no doubt, if not more. Her pulse thunders.

“Yes. I did, thank you. You, er . . . missed me.” The last words stumble out. What started as a trickle of hope down Mary’s spine has now flooded through every cell and fiber of her body.

“I missed you.”

Mary flicks her eyes over her left shoulder to check that neither Olive nor Kit is eavesdropping. She feels at once as protective as a tigress and as vulnerable as the prey within inches of its claws.

“This has been one of my worst days in years. I’ve felt so alone, like there’s no one who will listen. It’s hard to find the will to keep going when you haven’t got anyone to turn to. Except you. You’ve always been there for me. You’ve never given up on me. You’re my safe—” The line crackles. Mary misses the last word, but she mouths the syllable she knows will be there.

Place

When she puts a hand to her forehead, it is sticky, the sort of clammy warmth that appears before a virus takes hold. Another crackle jolts her fevered mind into action.

“Where are you?” Mary manages. She needs an answer. Even if she doesn’t get a location or coordinates, or anything traceable, just one word would do. One word, that is all she needs. Okay. Because if he is calling, after so long, then there must be a reason. Because, oh God, what if he’s in danger, or sick or . . .

“I can’t tell you that. Not now. I wanted you to hear me, Mary.”

Her breath catches.

“You know my name,” she whispers, more to herself than to anyone else.

“What?” There it is again: the rustling on the other end of the line that distorts the voice with the sound of an untuned radio.

“Are you there? Hello?” Mary will make her own voice heard over the uncertainty of the line. She will drown its weaknesses with the force of her desperation. “Hello?” She has that same horrible sense of having said the wrong thing. She can’t lose him, not now. “Hello?”

Before she has a chance to say another word, the line goes dead.

Mary stumbles across to the door. She can barely see, let alone look where she is going, her mind a freight train of worst-case scenarios. Seven years of nothing have crumbled in the space of a minute. Why? Why now? She leans her burning forehead against the glass pane, the handle jabbing into the soft flesh of her belly. What does it all mean?

In the reflection she stares deep into her pupils, as if there will be something there to anchor her.

But all she sees is Jim, that first night together, his voice like gravel and his face like home.
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Mary can remember exactly where she was standing, the moment she first saw James. Not because of fate or the fixing point of Cupid’s arrow, or some other nonsense she didn’t have the head or time for. No, she remembers it because that was the very spot where, seconds before, she had knocked half a casserole dish of coq au vin down her best white shirt.

The timing couldn’t have been worse. There was less than half an hour to go until the bride and groom arrived for the reception, and they had paid more than enough to ensure that their head waitress wasn’t dressed in their wedding supper. Plus, the sauce was scalding. It was bad enough working a July wedding in full uniform without adding a burn into the equation.

Mary pulled the cotton away from her bra to cool her skin, aware that half her breasts were now on show—she was wearing one of those absurdly skimpy balconette ones that Moira had persuaded her to buy. She glanced up to check no one was about.

“You alright there?” the man in the doorway called.

Who on earth was he? Not one of the caterers. Mary would have clocked if one of them looked like an off-duty model. Was he a wedding guest? No—he was far too early and he wasn’t dressed for that, in slacks and one of those shirts purposefully manufactured without the collar. Who knew men’s catwalk fashion could make it as far as the Stormont Hotel, Belfast? Certainly not Mary.

There was an ungainly plop as a plum tomato toppled from its temporary perch on her left breast and onto the carpet.

The man suppressed a laugh and flicked his tongue to the corner of his lips. He had the sort of stubble that Mary had heard the girls behind reception describe as “designer,” in whispers, after the well-heeled stag parties had been checked in. She had never seen the appeal, until just now.

“Can I help you?” she asked. She felt embarrassed, yes, but her indignation was tempered by a ferocious curiosity about the stranger who was making his way toward her. He hadn’t broken eye contact once.

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Who else would be watching and not saying a word?”

He smiled again, wider, this time with a confidence that suggested he had seen plenty of women with their tops soaked through before.

“I didn’t mean you had to help.” Mary suddenly realized she had overstepped the mark—after all, who was she to be asking a guest here to clean up? “It’s my fault anyway.”

“Well, I’m early.”

An English guest too.

“For the wedding?” Mary nodded her head in the direction of the seating plan, perched on an easel in the corner of the function room.

“I wish! I’m here for a conference. Surgeons? ENT specialists.”

Really? He looked a bit older than Mary herself, who, at twenty-seven, thought she had more than enough life experience to be able to age a man accurately. He could be midthirties, at a push? That might explain the confidence. Maybe also that knowing look, the crinkles at the corners of his eyes. He was still staring, his gaze hungry. It was almost savage.

“I’m afraid I don’t know anything about that . . .” Mary trailed off. Her brain had ceased to function. “You could, er . . . try the front desk.”

“But I like the view here.”

What was that he said? Mary hoped she hadn’t started hearing things in the midst of whatever mania had come over her.

The man took a couple of steps, stopping in front of an errant chicken thigh and about six feet away from Mary. It was a long time since she had seen eye to eye with a man; most local Belfast men tended to come up to her shoulders, or thereabouts. She estimated that this Englishman had a good three inches on her: perfect height to do up his top button, if only he had one.

“Are you sure you don’t want a hand?”

Mary allowed herself a second or two to look him in the eyes—pools of rich, warm hazel that reminded her of licking a chocolate-spread knife. There was something playful about his features too. A scar sliced through the hair on his left eyebrow. She was desperate to find out how he had acquired it.

Her hands trembled around the oven mitt. “No, sure I’m grand. But thanks for your trouble all the same.”

“James. It’s James.”

“Yes, well, thank you, James.”

“I’ll be off, then.”

For the love of God why had she said that? Mary didn’t want this to be the last she saw of him. It couldn’t be. But what was the alternative? She had a function to prepare for and a shirt to change.

He made to move. But instead of leaving, he picked up the stray chicken thigh. He tore into the meat with all the relish of a dog lost for a week in the wilderness.

“Delicious.”

Mary was so shocked that, even as he made his way to the exit, she didn’t move an inch. She was so shocked that when he turned, just as he rounded into the corridor and poked his head back around the doorframe to ask her name, she answered.

The wedding passed Mary by in a blur. She had worked so many by now that they often did. But that afternoon was different: every time she saw a guest with a shock of dark curls, she felt her abdominals tense in the hope it might be James; every time she adjusted her spare shirt so that it wasn’t pulling so tightly across her bust, she couldn’t shake the hot feeling of his gaze on her.

She stayed to clean up once the reception had wound down. It was double pay and every little bit helped the family accounts, although Mam always tussled over Mary’s envelopes of cash. Mam wanted her to have enough left over to, as Mam would say, “live her life” too. For the first few years that meant a couple of sneaky vodka and Cokes when Mary went out with the rest of the girls from work.

But when school ended, those nights started to thin, until there was no one but Mary and her best friend, Moira, left. Everyone else had gone to university or started courses for beauty or accountancy or, in the case of Ciara Campbell, welding. That was one good thing about drifting from the old gang; it was harder to tell just how quickly everyone else was moving on with their lives.

Mary swept up the remaining cutlery, trying not to think about how circumstances had conspired to trap her in a job she had thought would be temporary. Eleven years she had been at the Stormont, ever since she finished school at sixteen. It was easy enough to know you should move on; far harder without a sense of what else you could do. There were the fabric maps she made in the pockets of her spare time, but they were a hobby, nothing more. Mam had framed one of Belfast in the hallway—her best to date—but still it did little more than remind Mary of her failure to pursue an artistic career. Living at home wasn’t helping matters; comfort never encouraged anyone to spread their wings.

She began to collect the glasses. One looked as if it had been cracked and she stopped, holding it under the light to examine if it really was damaged. In the reflection, Mary could see that she didn’t look altogether that much older than when she started working here. It was the big eyes, she thought. She had always been aware that she was pretty, in a conventional sense, but that was as much as she would ever admit to herself. It was far from vanity that she was raised and, as Mam always said, good looks will only get you so far in life.

“Mary?”

Her eyes flitted to the door.

“Good wedding?”

“Not mine.”

“Yes, I gathered as much.” He was even better looking than she remembered. He had untucked that ridiculous shirt of his and had rolled up his sleeves so that Mary could admire the tone of his forearms. “What about a hand now?”

Round two, then.

“Go on,” Mary said, after her heart had dislodged from her throat. “You can start stripping the linens over there. They go in the far laundry bin.”

James took his orders, and Mary had to stop herself from staring, drinking in the fact that he had come back. She needed to know why—but how to ask without seeming desperate or trying too hard? She decided to come straight out with it. Chances were she’d never see him again.

“So what brings you back here? Can’t be the love of cleaning.”

“You.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You heard me.” James looked up this time. There it was again, that smile. She didn’t know how it was possible to feel such camaraderie with a stranger, how it was possible to feel so at home. “You,” he continued. “There’s something . . . enigmatic about you. Quiet but fierce. Yes, maybe that’s it. Beautiful too, which helps, but that’s not it. I want to figure you out. I missed you these last few hours.”

Mary had no idea how to respond. Weren’t Englishmen known for being the silent type? Or was that just some nonsense that came from films? Either way, Mary knew no one this upfront with their thoughts and their compliments. She ought to thank James, but that seemed so transactional. Best not to do anything that could ruin the moment.

James returned to his linens.

“Do you want a drink?” She picked up a half-full bottle of wine and two untouched table glasses.

“I thought you’d never ask.”

James took the seat next to Mary, his leg brushing against hers. “Cheers,” he said, tipping his glass. “To weddings and conferences and surprise . . . encounters.”

Mary flushed. She had never been one to get ahead of herself. Besides, it had been so long since she’d been with anyone like that. Dean was the last, and it had been three years since they had broken up. Moira thought she had cobwebs growing down there. Mary couldn’t really disagree.

“So where are you from?” she said, wanting to change the subject before the process of her thoughts registered on her face.

“Ealing. West London. Have you been to London?”

Mary shook her head. She’d been on a school trip to Calais just before she left, but that was the sum total of her traveling experience.

“It’s great—as a tourist, at least. To live, it’s pretty mad. Expensive too. But I grew up there and now I can’t seem to leave.”

Mary could sympathize with that. James riffed a bit about the sights in his local area, asking whether she traveled much—would she like to? It was a conversation that Mary felt she could have indefinitely with such an engaged audience, but she felt oddly impatient throughout.

“And you live alone?” Call her cautious, but she wanted to check she wasn’t treading on any toes. She had nothing by which to judge this man’s integrity, bar her own gut instinct, and right now her stomach was churning with such aggression that she worried it was audible.

“Confirmed bachelor.” James put his hand on his heart. “I’m a one-woman man, with the right woman; and in the absence of the right woman, I’m . . .”

“Alone,” Mary finished.

“Charming.”

“I mean you’re staying here, alone, tonight?”

James’s eyebrows shot up and Mary willed herself not to undercut her own confidence. It was so unlike her, this forwardness, yet it somehow felt as if it suited her. When would she get an opportunity like this again? The man would be back at work on the other side of the Irish Sea, come Monday.

“Yes. That I am.”

Mary knew it would have to be her to make the first move. “Maybe we could check it out.”

At the front desk, it was the night porter on duty, the low-level hum of the revolving doors broken only by the occasional snuffle as he toppled into sleep. As they waited for the lift, James slipped a hand onto the small of Mary’s back. When the doors opened, he pushed a fraction harder, guiding her in so that the two of them stood, her back against his chest, their reflections thrown into wobbly distortion in the metal pane.

The lift moved slowly and Mary wondered if he would kiss her there and then, like he would have done in a film or in one of those confessions in Cosmopolitan, where women are paid fifty quid to admit to all manner of strange sexual proclivities. But no. Mary had never known reticence to be quite so frustrating.

He was staying up on the fifth, the “posh floor” as she knew it, with its larger rooms and the fancy suite at the end. Often reserved for honeymoons, Mary thought, with a shiver of anticipation. Just before they reached his room, James broke off, sliding the room card out of his front pocket. The door opened on the first try and he stepped forward into the darkness as he waited for the lights to kick on.

Mary followed him, nudging the door closed with her hip. She went to walk further into the room but Jim’s lips were already on her neck. As he kissed the skin there, he ran his hands along the waistband of her skirt, releasing her shirt and pulling it off over her head in one deft movement. He unhooked the one working bra clasp and she dropped her arms, waiting for the bra to fall forward. It struck Mary that she should probably do something about her tights, but before she could figure out the logistics of that, what with James’s body now pressed firmly against hers, he stooped to bend and slip them down for her, bunching the nylon in two pools at her ankles that she could kick aside. He picked her up and carried her to the bed.

Mary watched James undress himself. He didn’t look directly at her, which made things easier, she supposed, so she didn’t have to check her expression or imagine herself at the agricultural show, sizing up a prize specimen. That’s not to say that she didn’t notice, though—his shape, the way his chest hair began an inch below the shelf of his collarbone, the two lines in V-formation at the base of his stomach, which seemed to be carved from the shadows of the room itself.

When he came to bed, his body arched over Mary and, with the calluses at the base of his fingers grazing her nipples, then hovering at the very top of her thighs, it struck Mary that maybe she had met him before. He hadn’t said it was his first time in Belfast. Could she have seen him in the hotel? Perhaps in a bar further into the city?

She never got too far with her inventory of possibilities. With his head between her legs, her hands in his hair, and a pillow pushed beneath her hips, for once her mind went blank.

After Mary finished, her body was shaking, and when James laid his head on her breast, his ear pressed against the flushed skin there, the two of them quivered together like the twin propellers on a two-man plane.

Mary traced her finger along the gap in his left eyebrow. How was it possible for a person to be at once so familiar and yet so entirely new?

She could already feel herself falling.
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After seven years at SuperShop, Mary should have the tasks down to a fine art. In the morning she’s assigned shelf-stacking and the odd spot of product rearrangement (if required), and in the afternoon she’ll hop onto the tills, scanning customers’ groceries until her shift finishes. But today the routine is shot, and Mary’s nerves with it.

There is an incident where she is unloading loose cabbages, heedless of the capacity of their carton, only to realize there is an overflow when the surplus begins to collect at her ankles. Later there is another, where a customer extends her loyalty card for swiping for a minute before Mary notices. Eventually the woman coughs and Mary slams back into the room, as apologetic as she has ever been, although it doesn’t reassure anyone in the queue as to her sanity.

Janet, the manager, takes Mary off the tills after that, under the pretense of needing her in the stockroom. When she stands, Mary totters. She has made it through the best part of the day on no sleep and no food, but still the cogs in her brain show no sign of slowing their chaos. She has not stopped reeling through snatches of last night’s garbled conversation, every memory of the warm familiarity of Jim’s voice undercut with pain.

“What’s up?” Janet hisses, the moment they find an unoccupied corner by the overflow freezers.

A forlorn-looking bag of peas sits, forgotten, at Mary’s feet. She nudges the soggy packaging with her shoe and fiddles with her badge. The upside-down letters of Here to Help! are beginning to swim.

“Mary, come on, you’ve got to tell me. I want to make things easier for you but you have to let me in. Otherwise it’s hard, you know . . .” Janet raises her hands in vague circles to take in their surroundings.

Mary knows what she means. Janet is the reason they’ve kept her on here, even with the question marks raised by anyone in senior management who has seen her vigil. Apparently, she should be representing the SuperShop brand at all times, inside working hours and out. She had no idea people paid so much attention to the morality of the workers bagging up their groceries.

“I know . . . I know,” Mary murmurs. “He called. Last night.” The words tumble out and now, in the air between them, they start to feel terrifyingly real. This is all Mary has hoped and dreamt of, and yet she cannot shake the sense that there must be some trauma prompting him to reach out now. The thought of him hurting, and her not there to comfort him, makes her chest cave.

“Mary . . .”

Janet doesn’t need to be told who. It always comes back to him. She smooths a strand of eye-popping bright-red hair back behind her ear. There’s a discount on hair dye at the moment.

“It’s so strange, I know. All this time when I didn’t hear a peep—not a word or a postcard or a letter—and now this?” Mary glances up, detects the skepticism in Janet’s eyes. “I know you think I’m mad. And maybe I am. I feel like I’m going crazy most of the time anyway, but not then . . . not when I heard his voice again. Janet, honestly, this was him. I know it. He said I was his safe place. Jim always said that about me.”

There is a lurch in Mary’s voice, and Janet leans in to hold her. Like everyone else, she lives in the dark when it comes to Jim—where he has gone, the circumstances of his disappearance—but anyone with eyes can see the toll it has taken on Mary.

“I just want to know that he’s safe and well. Not in trouble or . . . what if he needs me? I couldn’t stand—”

“Come on now. Don’t run away with yourself. Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?” Mary tries to stifle a sob. “How did you know it was him? Did he say it was?” Janet lowers her voice, as if she were speaking to a child in the middle of a night terror, unable to hear anything but the softest of sense.

“It was his voice. And he missed me and he reached out, because he said I had always been there for him, that I was the person who would never give up on him.”

“And this was at home?”

“No, at NightLine. So he must know I’m there—or have found out. Maybe he’s nearby and he’s seen me there or . . . I don’t know why, but I know. Here.” Mary thumps her chest so fiercely that Janet worries it will bruise.

She extracts Mary’s hand and holds it in both of hers. “Alright, it’s okay.” Janet pulls a crumpled tissue out of her pocket and passes it to Mary. “Look, sweetie, I’m not sure what to say for the best. I’ve always known you have a sure head on you, so I’m not going to start doubting it. We’ll talk more tomorrow, but for now I think it’s best you go home. I’ll sign you off sick—that’s no problem. Just get home, put your feet up. Stay in tonight, please?”

Mary chooses to ignore the question and presses her knuckles under her eyes to blot the tears.

“Thanks. And I’m sorry about this.”

“No worries—what are friends for, eh?” Janet squeezes Mary’s shoulder. “Now, I’ve got to get back. You slink out, and, er . . . don’t mention this to the others, please? I don’t want a riot on my hands! Anyone asks, it’s a migraine. Nasty bastards, those.”

Mary tries her best to minimize the time spent in her own flat. It’s closer to a studio, dimension-wise, but it was the most she could afford on her wages. There is a kitchen-cum-living-room, a single bedroom and a bathroom with the world’s loudest extractor fan. It suits her needs fine, given that she doesn’t have much in the way of personal effects, but every so often she will look at the rental-gray carpet or the chipped, textured wallpaper and wonder how she ended up alone here at forty, when thirty looked so very promising indeed.

Since Jim left, Mary knows that she has herself to blame for her isolation. Mam calls every now and again to check in, but Mary keeps her voice bright and breezy and finds every excuse to avoid her visiting. Each of her three younger brothers, none of whom she is close to, has his own kids now; and even former party girl Moira, her oldest friend from Belfast, is married with children. It is a good excuse for losing touch but, deep down, Mary knows that the occasional text response at her end wouldn’t go amiss.

In London, Mary has acquaintances—the NightLine volunteers, Janet—but they are all very much circumstantial. That’s not to say there aren’t invites here and there, but Mary will turn them down. Most fall in the evening anyway, when everyone knows that she will be at the station. At first they would try and persuade her to miss the odd day. Janet was particularly vociferous—she wanted Mary to abandon the sign altogether.

Initially Mary felt defensive. Who was Janet to dictate how Mary should or shouldn’t handle her loss? But she has grown to see that Janet’s ardor comes from a place of concern. Once, Mary came close to explaining to her the reasons for her vigil. In her head they have always felt clear, the framework supporting her existence in a world without Jim at her side: Because I need to be doing something; because I promised that I would always be his safe place, no matter what; because love is nothing if not patient. But then her throat closed up and she mumbled the same refrain that she always used to bat away the question: We all have to get by.

Now Mary slams the front door and heads straight for the bathroom to splash her swollen face. When she looks in the mirror, she is almost unrecognizable from the girl who used to turn heads on a Friday night, the one who stopped Jim in his tracks, stole his heart, and set him on a whole new path in life. He always called Mary beautiful. But it is one thing to tell someone that and quite another to make them feel it. Every time Jim’s hands lingered when he fastened the catch at the top of her dress, when he teased out a matted clump at the back of her hair with the comb, she grew a little more confident in her own skin.

The thought of his hands running down the nape of her neck now is enough to make her ache with longing. She stumbles into the corridor to snatch up her bag again but, in the hurry, she knocks the rickety cabinet sideways. The contents spew onto the ground, among them every note that Jim ever wrote to her, in a shoebox with edges flimsy from years of tender handling.

Mary drops to her knees. If ever there was a time to tumble down memory lane, then it is certainly not now. Jim called, and until she knows what that means, she must double her vigilance. In fact she should be at the station already, sign in hand. What if he were to turn up there, just like the old days, expecting to see Mary waiting for him by the ticket gates, at the end of a long shift? The chances now must be higher than ever. Not to be the first person to see him—to hold him—is unthinkable.

She shuffles the fallen mementos together, but the majority are postcards and the laminate slips between her trembling fingers. Jim used to pick one up from wherever he went, in the UK and further afield, writing them on his return while Mary dozed, and then leaving them for her to discover around the house. There are postcards from the Giant’s Causeway; every tourist site in London; one from a conference in Singapore and another from Washington, D.C. She turns over the card that lies on top. Brazil, it would seem:

I’ve seen Copacabana! Sugarloaf Mountain! The conference centers too (as dull as they sound). In short, I’ve traveled halfway around the world and still there is nowhere I would rather be than with you.

Yours always,

Jim xxx

Mary already knows the words by heart. In the early days, when she couldn’t sleep for missing Jim, she would come here and read each postcard in turn as if, strung together, they would form a bedtime story of happier times that could soothe her to sleep. In recent years she has been stricter with herself. She tries not to look in the shoebox more than once a week, and only then when she is worried that she might be forgetting Jim’s turn of phrase.

“Where are you, Jim?” she mutters, tracing her finger along his signature.

She does not know how long she has been transfixed on the spot, languishing in the thought of his warm hand in hers, the cowlick from where he had slept, the shy smile and wink when he saw she had found one of his missives. Eventually she brings the card to her lips, then releases it before her hands refuse to let go. Tidying up can wait. She heads out the door, rucksack bouncing with newfound urgency.

For seven years there has been no break in Mary’s daily routine. She has prayed for a postcard, a text, an anonymous email—anything that suggested Jim was safe. But nothing. A call almost seemed too much to hope for, especially when Jim was never keen on the phone. It didn’t help that he was so intensely private too. So to be reaching out, now, in such a stark manner . . . it was a cry for help, wasn’t it? It had to be. Mary squeezes her eyes shut for a second and tries to blink away the small spark of hope that last night’s call could mean Jim will come home. If you wish for too much, nothing will come true.

She can hear the station before she sees it. In fact when she does catch sight of the bright-blue frontage, it is impossible to make out anything in the entrance hall through the mass of sweaty commuters packed into it. There must be a problem on the line, because no one seems to have advanced through the ticket gates and there are a few rogue arms with camera phones trying to capture a video of the chaos in a bid to explain to their loved ones why they are delayed.

She could do without this, today of all days. Mary can’t see through the sea of bodies, so how on earth will anyone see her? If Jim were to arrive . . . well, then at least he will know that she tried, Mary thinks, hurrying across the road. It is time to enter the fray.

Unsurprisingly, no one is happy to be elbowed aside by a broad-shouldered woman muttering her apologies. Mary is used to having a certain amount of vitriol directed at her, for daring to assert herself in the harsh free-for-all that is the station, but today is particularly bad, or so it feels to her—fists and fingers jabbed into her sides, expletives, aggressive shoves. But she will not be cowed, not when there is so much at stake. After significant exertion, she reaches her spot. She wipes the beads of perspiration from her brow and takes a few deep breaths. She is still penned in and, while she wouldn’t usually say she is claustrophobic, she is starting to feel that way now.

Suddenly there is a rush. The bodies pressed on either side of Mary surge forward. She twists her neck to try to figure out what is happening. It looks like a train has just opened its doors, but the ticket barriers are still shut. Eejits! Why open the doors now, when there is nowhere for this swarm to go? All that it has done is cause a stampede.

Mary tells herself to ignore the chaos and focus on the task in hand. But how? With all these people slamming against her, it is an effort to extract her sign from the bag. She can feel the sweat pooling under her arms and at her hairline. Worse still, her fingers are clammy. They slip against the sign. She can’t let it fall. It will be crushed under all the impatient, unfeeling feet.

She digs in with her nails. Better to damage the cardboard than to lose it altogether. Sign blessedly secured, she raises it to its usual position with trembling biceps. Even to hold it, she has to keep her arms pinned to her sides. Still, people think she is taking up too much space. “Jesus!” one mutters. “Not the time, yeah?” a suit shouts, close enough to Mary’s face that she can feel the smack of his saliva on her flushed cheek. “MOVE OUT OF THE WAY.”

Part of her wants to do just that—to move right out of the way, back to her flat, away from this horrible tornado of a crowd. It’s the crush, the heat, the noise. It’s too much. All of it is too much. But then the thought of Jim, last night, on the phone comes to her again. You’ve never given up on me. Well, she isn’t about to start now. As Mary straightens her spine, an elbow catches her right in her rib, jolting her from anguish into anger. She removes one hand from the sign and uses the other to snatch the offending arm.

“For the love of God, will you give me some fecking space to breathe!”

Mary’s voice comes out at triple her normal volume, silencing the concourse. But she does not realize that, because her ears are ringing and the room is spinning, the pinpricks of white light that flash before her eyes interspersed with the beady red eye of a phone camera, catching it all on film.

Just like that, Mary O’Connor becomes an internet sensation.
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Mary swung her bare legs to one side and brushed a thread from her denim skirt, a casualty of an unsuccessful morning’s work on her latest fabric map. On the right of the bench, a four-pack of lager and a sharing packet of crisps. Was it . . . a bit laddish for a second date? There was a fine line between looking casual and dampening the romance by accident. But Mary had panicked in the supermarket—which wine needed a corkscrew?—and she had snatched the first thing in sight. She was stuck with her choices now; James was in a taxi en route from City Airport and she didn’t have time to rush back and try to return her refreshments.

Second date—that was the real pressure point, and Mary’s nerves could well feel it. The morning after the night before, two weekends ago, had had its own challenges to navigate (no change of clothes, nothing to freshen up with) but then everything had felt so natural with James before he had rushed off to catch his flight. He took her number, kissed her goodbye, and then, before she had even exited his hotel room, there was a text from him. I meant it—I want to see you, soon. Jx

A day later he called and, without dallying too long in pleasantries, told her that he had booked a flight over to Belfast again, a week from the coming Saturday: I said soon, didn’t I—if you’re free? Don’t make a man beg, Mary. There’s so much more of you to unravel. Mary felt her whole body tingle at the sound of his voice. She told herself to get a grip. Nothing to put a man off like an inability to cop ahold of your emotions. I should be free, she replied, before promptly hanging up and screaming into a pillow.

Moira was happy enough to cover her shifts, although she was like a bloodhound, sniffing out the excitement in Mary’s tone. She tried to play it down, but still Moira looked fit to fall over in her shock—You, with a fella? Are you feeling alright? As if Mary needed any further reminder that she had skipped her footloose and fancy-free years and fast-forwarded straight to middle age.

Underneath the thrill there was a sense of guilt too. Ever since Da had stopped working five years ago, when they found the tumors in his lung, Mary had felt dreadful being away from the house for as much as an hour. What if something were to happen and she wasn’t around? It didn’t bear thinking about. But James would be here for only two days, and sure she wasn’t going to be far away from home. Mary would never forget that she had duties—as a daughter, as a sister, as a friend—but for the first time in a long time she was starting to hope she might also find a life outside them.

“Now there’s a sight for sore eyes.”

Mary’s heart lurched. She hadn’t thought he’d get here so soon, but now here he most definitely was—as handsome as she remembered him under the summer sun, a leather holdall thrown over one shoulder. He dropped it at her feet and Mary stood to kiss him. This was it—their one chance to find out if the spark was still there.

James leaned in, easy as anything. His bottom lip was chapped, and Mary found her own settling against its grooves. She ran a hand through the curls at the nape of his neck and drew him in deeper, caught up in the smell of him—smoky, with a hint of pine. It was intoxicating. His tongue brushed against hers. Mary could feel the chemistry between them lifting her out of the park, out of herself, in a way that was eminently unsuitable to a public space.

She pulled away. “So, welcome to Victoria Park.”

James wasn’t taking in any of their surroundings; rather, he sat at the far end of the bench, one arm hooked over the backrest so that he could face Mary. “You look gorgeous.”

“Oh, yes, er . . . thanks.” Mary had never taken a compliment well. She had chosen an emerald-green silk blouse with short sleeves and a ruffle around the neck, as feminine an item as she could bring herself to own. The neckline was too risqué for work but it seemed to have found an appreciative audience at last. “How have you been?”

“Busy. The usual. Every ear, nose, and throat complaint under the sun.”

Mary opened her mouth to ask more about his professional life but James cut her off.

“Work is the last thing anyone wants to talk about.” He raised an eyebrow and Mary prayed that he didn’t want to discuss her performance last weekend. “Tell me what you want to be doing instead.”

“Pardon?”

“The end goal. The one you dream about when you’re working the real job. I always find that very telling.”

“I don’t know.”

No one had ever asked Mary that question before. It was as if James could see straight to the heart of her; she had felt it over the spilled chicken supper and she felt it even more keenly now. Maybe he knew, contrary to what she had just said, that she had an answer too. But she had never mentioned it to anyone. It had never seemed relevant and it wasn’t important, what with everything else going on. But for the first time since Da’s diagnosis, Mary felt like she was able to look to the future, in James’s presence. He asked because he wanted to know; her vision mattered to him.

“You do. Come on? What’s that blush, otherwise?”

Mary took a deep breath and turned, slightly, so that she could only catch sight of his response in her periphery.

“I’d like to be an artist. A fabric artist. I make these maps.” Mary wiggled her phone out of her pocket. She opened up the photo reel and found the gallery of images she had never shown to anyone. Now that she had said it, she felt she needed something to prove this was more than a whim.

For a minute or two James didn’t say anything. Mary watched as he clicked through the fuzzy collection of images. Without a proper camera, she had to make do with the low-grade resolution of her Samsung.

“Those are amazing, Mary. Do you take commissions?”

“Not really. I’ve just done them as gifts. For family—no one else.”

“You could make money from those. A lot of money, selling them to the right people. Set up your own business, the recommendations come pouring in . . .”

“Hey, hey, I think you are getting a bit carried away here.”

“I won’t push it—yet. Scoot over.”

“What?”

“Over here. Now I’ve got ahold of your phone, you’ll be wanting a picture of us both, I’m sure. Print it out, stick it up on your wall . . .”

“In a border of hearts, no doubt.”

James smirked. “Get over here.” He wrapped his arm round her waist and the camera flashed. Mary shuffled away before she got too used to the proximity of his hand on her knicker line.

“Gone so soon?” His face was still less than six inches from hers.

“Before you make a scene.”

James licked his bottom lip. “Spoilsport.” He kissed her cheek instead. “So maps are the big plan—but what brings you to the hotel?”

“I’ve always been there.” Mary attempted a shrug that looked more absentminded than resigned. It wasn’t inspirational, was it? A job organizing other people’s events and clearing them up afterward. “I started part-time when I was sixteen. Full-time once I left school.”

“A lifer?”

“Close enough.”

Mary had expected to feel judged. After all, James came from money. You didn’t need a degree to work that out. In the grand scheme of things, maybe he wasn’t even that well off. But it was still enough to feel like he came from a whole different world. That he spoke a whole different language. To Mary, it looked like not worrying if your salary would last until the end of the month or whether one unexpected expense would send the whole family under. She had wanted to resent James for his relative fortune—the way it bought him so much more freedom—but somehow she couldn’t.

“My dad’s sick,” she added.

“I’m sorry.”

She had no idea why she had blurted that out. It sounded so odd, out in the air, a prognosis that cast its horrible spores among the dandelion clocks.

“No, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that. I don’t want you to pity me.”

“Don’t worry—I don’t. You’re far too hardy for that.”

Mary lifted the corners of her mouth in a small half smile.

“You can tell me about it, if you want. But if you don’t, then we can talk about something else. Like the map you are going to make for me.”

That was all it took for Mary to unburden herself. She liked that James didn’t interrupt, that he let her get upset and say the things that she had been so scared of admitting to herself—how she loved her family, but sometimes felt that she was trapped at home with three boisterous brothers while the best years of her life passed her by. How she couldn’t stand to be without Da, but she didn’t know how long Mam could stand the strain of the caring. When she cried, Mary didn’t worry about the face she made or the way her makeup ran sideways. She took the tissue James offered and the space he opened up for her to speak.

“He’s lucky to have you. They all are.”

A group of teenagers barreled past, faces obscured by hoodies, and, in one case, the sort of hi-fi system Mary hadn’t seen in years, not outside the secondhand stores in Newtownards. When the racket had died down, Mary was back on an even keel. She offered James another lager, his third. It saved her drinking them and making a fool
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