


[image: The book club by Roisin Meaney. A table and two chairs on long grass by the sea. There are books, mugs and a summer hat on the table. The shout line reads, ‘Friendship might be the only thing that can save them.’]





‘A real treat … [Meaney] wraps her readers in the company and comfort of ordinary strangers’ Sunday Independent

‘Meaney can excavate the core of our human failings and present it to us, mirror-like, on the page … Which makes her utterly credible, utterly authentic, utterly irresistible’ Irish Independent

‘Warm and insightful … Roisin Meaney is a skilful storyteller’ Sheila O’Flanagan

‘Meaney weaves wonderful feel-good tales of a consistently high standard. And that standard rises with each book she writes’ Irish Examiner

‘This book is like chatting with a friend over a cup of tea – full of gossip and speculation, and all the things that make life interesting’ Irish Mail on Sunday

‘An addictive read with engaging, flawed characters and a unique writing flair that pulls you into the plot from the very beginning and keeps you entranced to the very end’ Books of All Kinds

‘A delightful read about relationships and the complexities associated with family life … A cosy read for any time of the year, be it in your beach bag or sitting curled up in front of the fire’ Swirl and Thread

‘It’s easy to see why Roisin Meaney is one of Ireland’s best-loved authors … Should you spot this on a bookshelf, grab a copy’ Bleach House Library




Roisin Meaney was born in Listowel, County Kerry. She has lived in the US, Canada, Africa and Europe and is now based in Limerick city. She is the author of numerous bestselling novels, including The Anniversary, The Reunion, One Summer and The Last Week of May, and has also written several children’s books, three of which have been published so far. On the first Saturday of each month, she tells stories to toddlers and their teddies in her local library. She is a fan of random acts of kindness, and believes in the power of kindness to change mindsets. With a friend, she manages the Random Acts of Kindness Limerick page on Facebook, where RAKs are shared and celebrated.




ALSO BY ROISIN MEANEY

It’s That Time of Year

The Restaurant

The Birthday Party (a Roone novel)

The Anniversary

The Street Where You Live

The Reunion

I’ll Be Home for Christmas (a Roone novel)

Two Fridays in April

After the Wedding (a Roone novel)

Something in Common

One Summer (a Roone novel)

The Things We Do for Love

Love in the Making

Half Seven on a Thursday

The People Next Door

The Last Week of May

Putting Out the Stars

The Daisy Picker

CHILDREN’S BOOKS

Puffin with Paulie (with illustrator Louisa Condon)

Don’t Even Think About It

See If I Care




[image: The Book Club by Roisin Meaney. Hachette Books Ireland.]




Copyright © 2021 Roisin Meaney

The right of Roisin Meaney to be identified as the author of the work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Ireland in 2021 by HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND

1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library.

EBOOK ISBN 9781529355659

Author photograph (back cover): Eva Birdthistle Photography

Hachette Books Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Castleknock

Dublin 15, Ireland

A division of Hachette UK Ltd

Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, EC4Y 0DZ

www.hachettebooksireland.ie




Contents

Praise

About the Author

Also by Roisin Meaney

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Main Characters

Fairweather, 2019

January

Tom

Beth

Olive

The January Book Club Meeting

February

Tom

Beth

Olive

The February Book Club Meeting

March

Tom

Beth

Olive

The March Book Club Meeting

April

Tom

Beth

Olive

The April Book Club Meeting

May

Tom

Beth

Olive

Nancy’s Birthday

Tom

Olive

Beth

Lil

The Day After

The May Book Club Meeting

Acknowledgements




For the Savoy Book Club,
in honour of the books, the chats and the wine




Main Characters

Beth Sullivan, 72, retired domestic science teacher

Lil Noonan, 23, her granddaughter

Mark Purcell, 69, retired deliveryman

Fred Purcell, 45, his son, publican

Olive Purcell, 42, Fred’s wife, gift-shop owner

Nancy Purcell, 11, Olive and Fred’s adopted daughter

Tom McLysaght, 28, newcomer




FAIRWEATHER,
2019




JANUARY




Tom

AFTER ACCOMPANYING HIM FOR MOST OF HIS journey, drumming on the car roof, spattering against the windscreen, turning potholes into puddles and gutters into rushing miniature canals, the rain finally stopped as he passed a grey rust-spotted sign that read Welcome to Fairweather. Fair weather my foot. He hoped to God he hadn’t signed up for six months of rain.

He fished the page with his scribbled directions from the door pocket and propped it on the steering wheel. He drove slowly until he found the church – a weary-looking tinsel-draped Christmas tree still on show outside – and the sharp curve to the right afterwards, and the narrow road off to the left after that, all as promised.

He negotiated the rutted lane cautiously. Wouldn’t want to meet another vehicle: one of them would have to reverse, and he was in no mood. His stomach growled. All he’d eaten since breakfast was the sausage roll he’d picked up when he’d stopped for petrol a couple of hours back, having refused Joel’s offer of an early lunch before setting off from Kildare.

Fairweather had to have at least one chipper. He’d find it once he’d sorted his digs. The thought of food – a hot slab of battered cod, shiny with oil, a pile of vinegar-drenched chips to accompany it – brought a rush of saliva. The Jeep brushed past a dripping wild hedgerow and lurched into a small hollow on the road, and climbed out again. Bloody hell, where was it? How far down the lane had she said? Half a kilometre? A kilometre?

And then he rounded a bend and there it was, pushed back several metres from the lane, and surrounded on all sides by shoulder-high hedging. He pulled in before the smaller of the two gates, ignoring the larger open one that led into a paved driveway: better wait until he was officially installed before making himself at home.

He switched off the engine and remained where he was, tilting his head this way and that, clenching and releasing his shoulders, rotating wrists and ankles. Undoing the kinks, loosening everything out. Something cracked, softly and not unpleasantly, in his neck.

Past four o’clock, the light draining already from the cloud-filled sky, pulling colours with it. Eleventh of January, still a long way to go to a stretch in the evening. He looked out the passenger window and saw a path beyond the gate that led straight to the front door, from whose glass side panel yellow light spilled. The walls of the house looked white in the dusk – he’d thought pale blue from the website. Not that it made a difference: they could be black for all he cared.

It was a lot bigger than he needed. A window on each side of the front door, three set into the second storey. Altogether too big a house for a man on his own, but he didn’t care about that either. What he cared about was rent he could afford, and being left alone. He didn’t imagine a lot of folk were looking for a long-term let in a place like Fairweather, not at this time of the year. Glad to get him, maybe. Glad to get anyone.

Was that a curl of smoke from one of the two chimneys? He recalled a working fireplace in the description, so hopefully his new landlady had thought to light a fire in it. Open fires were a rarity in central London, and Joel and Sarah’s house had none, but Tom was a fan of the real thing.

He shifted his gaze to what he could see of the property on the far side of the high hedge. Similar in size to his but stone-fronted, with ivy fanning upwards from one corner. A maroon-coloured car was parked outside, turned in his direction. Six years old, the numberplate told him.

We live next door, she’d said in her last email, not explaining who ‘we’ were, and his heart had dropped. He’d thought the house to be more isolated, not a sign of the other in any of the photos. Too late to pull out by then, his deposit and first month’s rent paid. He’d just have to hope they left him alone.

Beyond the two houses the lane petered out, a line of trees beyond. Just one set of neighbours, at least. He took his phone from the door pocket and selected Joel’s number. Landed, he texted. All OK. Will be in touch. Pre-empting the call that would come otherwise. Just checking, his brother would say, and Tom would be compelled to give an account of the journey and the house, and he had no appetite for that just now.

Safe trip, Joel had said earlier, having taken the morning off work to say goodbye. Standing by the gate as Tom banged closed the boot. All the best, Joel had said, giving a hug to the brother who was putting pretty much the width of the country between them. The brother who was beginning again, or attempting to.

Beginning again. Shifting gear, taking his life in an entirely new direction, and leaving so much behind. Could he? Was it possible? Did he have the energy, the will for it?

He had no idea. He also had no other option, having leant on Joel and Sarah for more than long enough. Come back if it doesn’t work out, Joel had said, but back was the last direction Tom was planning to go. Onwards, not back. Never back.

He stepped from the Jeep, leg muscles stiff, spine putting up a mild protest. The damp air had a clean, sharp tang to it. The sea couldn’t be far away. He’d caught glimpses of it as he’d drawn closer to his destination, white slices of it on the horizon when he’d rounded a bend, cut off by a rise in the land a second later.

He’d never lived on the coast before. You couldn’t count Dublin, the nearest coastline a half-hour drive from the city centre square where he’d grown up. The house flashed for an instant through his mind’s eye – the Georgian elegance of it, the steps climbing from the path to the black front door, the panelled sash windows, the wrought iron balconies – before he shunted it away. Never again.

He wondered how far the sea was from this house, and if there was a beach within walking distance. Not that he was planning a swim at this time of the year – leave that to the local fanatics, bound to be a few – but he liked a walk, and beaches had that wide-open feel he craved these days.

He closed his door, the startling loudness of it making him realise how utterly quiet the place was. No birdsong, must be gone to bed already. He cocked an ear and heard nothing but the staccato drip, drip of rainwater from leaves – and then he slowly became aware of another more distant sound, a kind of low rhythmic rising and falling.

He tried to identify it. Traffic on a distant motorway, the sound of it travelling far in the silence? Machinery of some kind in a local manufacturing plant? Whatever it was, it didn’t intrude. On the contrary he found it soothing, like the bass notes in a soft jazzy tune.

He opened the boot and hauled out the canvas bag that held his clothes. Everything else could wait until tomorrow. He pushed at the small iron gate, which was ajar, and which didn’t budge. He crouched to examine it and saw the bent hinge that was responsible for tilting the other end onto the path. A simple fix, if anyone could be bothered.

He scanned the overgrown lawn beyond the gate, the unkempt hedges on either side, the weeds that pushed between the paving stones of the drive. Some kind of briar had climbed halfway up the double doors of the garage to the left of the house.

He wondered if the neglect on the outside was mirrored inside; might account for the low rent. Place could be riddled with damp if it had lain empty for a while, which the condition of the outside suggested. Central heating had been mentioned, along with the fireplace, but central heating had to be switched on to make a difference. Had he signed a six-month lease on a dump?

He hoisted the little gate and swung it open. His boots were loud on the path. He’d never lived in a place so quiet. He sniffed smoke as he approached the front door: at least one room should be warm. He shifted his bag from one hand to the other and reached for the doorbell.

‘I’m here.’

The disembodied voice startled him. He turned to see her rounding the side of the house. She wore a silver-grey hat whose shallow brim shadowed her eyes and a coat the colour of raspberries that stopped at her knee, and dark boots beneath. She was shorter than him by a good eighteen inches. Between that and the failing light, he couldn’t make out her features with any clarity.

‘I saw you coming,’ she said. ‘I was looking out for you.’ She extended a gloved hand. ‘I’m Beth Sullivan.’ Cool, unsmiling. He wished he could see her eyes properly.

‘Tom McLysaght,’ he told her. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

Her gloves were soft leather. Her grip was firm. He felt a yawn rising, and stifled it. He’d been awake since before dawn, lying in Joel’s spare room while he’d waited for morning to peel away the dark. He hoped she wouldn’t hang around. He’d be happy to be let in and left to find things for himself.

She pulled off a glove and took a key from her pocket and pushed it into the front-door lock. ‘I have a fire lit.’

‘I can smell the smoke.’

She made no response. He followed her into a hallway that felt no warmer than the outside. Behind the door was an old-fashioned wooden hallstand, its various knobs and hooks bare. Walnut, he thought. Stairs climbed up on the left, carpeted in an oatmeal shade. Black and white tiles on the floor, paper on the walls the colour of milky coffee, with a small green leaf print.

‘The heating should have come on,’ she said, mouth pursing as she touched the radiator with her ungloved hand. ‘I’ll have to investigate.’

Heating on the blink. Good start. He dropped his bag by the hallstand and left his jacket on.

‘Sitting room, dining room, downstairs toilet,’ she said, indicating doors as she passed but leaving them unopened, to his relief. Seemed she didn’t want the grand tour any more than he did. ‘Kitchen,’ she said, entering the room at the end of the corridor, flicking on the light. ‘There should be plenty of everything you need, saucepans and crockery and the like.’

He saw cream worktops and units, and a white sink, and dark red tiles on the floor. White roller blinds were pulled down on the two windows, one of which faced her house, the other set into the back wall. A red kettle on the hob. A wooden bread bin on the worktop, empty.

‘Your keys,’ she said, taking them from her pocket and placing them on the table. ‘Back and front doors. The garage doesn’t have a key – it was lost years ago and never replaced.’

‘OK.’ Presumably burglary not an issue in Fairweather.

Older, he thought, going by the maturity of the voice, the faint suggestion of jowls, the skin that was slightly pleated around her mouth. The hat covered her hair completely, so no clues there. Still slightly disconcerting that he couldn’t tell if she was looking directly at him or not.

‘The back door lock sticks a bit; you have to jiggle the key. You’ll find some fuel in the shed. I can let you have more turf when you need it, we have plenty to spare, but coal and briquettes you’ll have to get yourself at the petrol station you passed on the way into town. We have a man who delivers good dry logs, four euro a bag. Let me know if you want him to call here.’

‘Right.’ He tried to keep up. Her voice didn’t change. Was her accent a Kerry one? She didn’t sound remotely like the two brothers in the Dáil, but he suspected a bit of artistic licence there.

‘What else? Bin collections. We stopped the service for this house, so feel free to put your waste in our bins. Recycling is blue, organic brown, everything else green. We keep them in the side passage; come in our big front gate and you’ll see them. I’ve written the collection days for you.’ Pointing to a folded page lying next to the keys. ‘There’s a bottle bank in town, at the end of the prom. You can bring your glass and cans there.’

‘OK.’

Both gloves off now, a gold ring visible on her left hand, a diamond one next to it. A husband next door then, to explain the ‘we’. Wife in charge, by the look of it.

‘You’ve got three bedrooms upstairs. I’ve made up the bed in the main room. More sheets and pillowcases in the hot press, and towels too. Help yourself to whatever you find.’

‘Thank you.’ Sarah had given him towels and bed linen. They’re not normally provided in an Irish rental, she’d said, but they were here. He might not have heat, but he had sheets.

His landlady had crossed to the back door. ‘I’ll show you the boiler,’ she said, disappearing. ‘Mind the step.’

He followed her out and down a shallow step to a paved patio. The rear garden beyond it was narrow and long – a hundred yards? Two hundred? – and every bit as neglected as the front, with its own overgrown hedging and weed-filled lawn, and shrubs to one side that were lopsided and misshapen for want of a secateurs.

On one side of the patio was a concrete shed, and beyond it a dark green oil tank. She opened the shed door and he saw a large boiler on the wall inside.

She took a slim torch from her coat pocket and aimed it at a dial. ‘The clock is wrong – I didn’t notice when I set it to come on earlier. At least it’s not broken.’ She made some adjustment, and seconds later a soft thrum sounded. ‘It doesn’t take long to heat up. Anyway, like I said, there’s a fire in the sitting room.’ She fiddled with a dial before turning back to him. ‘Are you familiar with this type of boiler?’

‘Yes.’ He wasn’t. He’d figure it out. There wasn’t a machine or a device that had defeated him yet.

‘Well, it’s on now. I suggest you leave it on overnight, and set it as you wish in the morning. There’s plenty of oil in the tank for the next few months.’

‘And how do I pay you for it?’

She gave a dismissive gesture as she closed the door. ‘Don’t worry about that.’

‘… Thank you.’ Free oil, free turf, reasonable rent and sheets on the bed. He wasn’t doing too badly so far.

‘The solid fuel is in there,’ she went on, pointing to a small wooden shed on the far side of the patio.

‘Right.’

‘This house isn’t mine,’ she said, back in the kitchen. ‘It belongs to my granddaughter, Lil. The electricity account is in her name. Are you alright with that, or would you prefer to put it in yours?’

‘I’m fine with that.’ He wondered where Lil lived, and why she’d surrendered her house to him, and why her grandmother was here showing him around instead of her. ‘So the bill will come here, to this address?’

‘It will. Feel free to open it, and we can add it on to your rent. I took a meter reading when I was lighting the fire – it’s on that page with the bin days, and I’ve kept a note of it too, so we can work out how much of the next bill is yours. The meter is located at the side of the house, key is in that drawer. Please feel free to check it.’

‘OK.’ He wouldn’t bother. He doubted that she was trying to pull a fast one.

‘Utility room,’ she said, and he walked after her into a little space off the kitchen. ‘Washing machine, tumble dryer. Manuals are gone, I’m afraid, but they’re pretty straightforward. Ask me if you have any questions. There’s a clothesline out the back if you’d prefer to hang out your laundry. You’ll see it tomorrow in the daylight. Pegs on the shelf.’

‘OK.’

They returned to the kitchen. From what he’d seen of it so far, the place appeared to be in good enough nick. No ominous patches on walls or ceilings, no damp whiff, no obvious signs of disrepair. Then again, he hadn’t seen a whole lot of it.

‘Garage is through there,’ she said, pointing to a door that hadn’t registered with him, tucked into a small alcove. ‘I’ve put milk in the fridge, and there’s tea in that caddy. I forgot sugar, but if you need it tonight come back with me and I’ll give you some.’

‘I’m OK,’ he told her. ‘Is there a takeaway nearby?’

‘There is, on the way into town. Go back up the lane and turn right. There’s another one at the other end of town – you can walk to it in ten minutes on the cliff path, but not in the dark, when you don’t know it.’

‘The cliff path?’

‘Bottom of the garden, turn left. You’ll need a torch around here – do you have one?’

‘No.’ He’d never thought of a torch.

‘I’ll leave you this one until you get your own.’

‘Thank you.’

She was perfectly civil, but her tone remained impartial, almost curt. She was supplying all the information he needed but she hadn’t smiled once, or given him more than a passing glance. It would seem that the sign at the edge of the town was the only welcome to Fairweather he was getting. On the upside, he didn’t think she’d be dropping in for tea and a chat.

‘You’ll get your bearings soon enough,’ she said. ‘It’s not that big a place, and the natives are generally friendly.’

Again, no hint of a smile. He couldn’t tell if she was joking.

‘What do you do, if I can ask?’ Tilting her head to look at him properly for the first time. Her eyes, he saw now, were a definite blue. Her face was striking rather than beautiful. Regular features, good bone structure. She looked after herself.

‘I’m between jobs,’ he said carefully. ‘I’m hoping to pick up work here.’

‘What kind of work?’

‘Handyman stuff. DIY, repairs, that kind of thing.’

‘Plumbing? Electrical?’

‘Any of that, as long as it’s not too big a job. Painting too. Houses, I mean, not pictures.’

‘How about computers, phones, that kind of thing?’

A beat passed. He decided he could admit to it. ‘Yeah, I know my way around them too.’

She held his gaze for another few seconds. He began to feel uncomfortable. Was she waiting for more information?

‘I can turn my hand to most things. I’ve always been like that. I used to take stuff apart as a kid, and put it back together. I like knowing how something works, and I catch on quick.’

She nodded. ‘You could have dinner with us this evening, if you’d like a home-cooked meal. Beef casserole. We eat at six.’

He was thrown by the sudden shift of topic, and by the offer. A dinner invitation was the last thing he’d expected, and the last thing he wanted. He imagined sitting down with her and her husband, trotting out the lies, or the half-truths, he’d prepared about what had led to his coming to Fairweather. Trying to avoid giving away anything more than he had to. No, couldn’t do it, not this evening.

‘Thanks, but it’s been a long day and I’m wrecked. If you don’t mind, I’ll just grab a takeaway and crash.’

Something, a sort of grimace, flitted briefly across her face – had he insulted her with his refusal? ‘Suit yourself,’ she said, in the same cool tone. ‘Do you have any questions?’

‘Not really.’ He’d forgotten about half of everything she’d just told him, but he’d figure things out as he went along.

‘If that’s it, I’ll bid you goodnight. You have my mobile number if you need to use it.’

‘I have.’ He wondered if he should call her Beth, or stick with Mrs Sullivan. Maybe best to use nothing for the moment. He walked back through the hall with her and waited for her to leave.

She opened the door and turned back to fix him with another direct stare. ‘One thing I should mention. You’ll hear it eventually, so it may as well come from me.’ She paused. She made a small movement with her mouth, a kind of twitch, and a brief pressing together of her lips. ‘Lil, my granddaughter Lil, has lived with me for the past two years. In that time, this house has remained empty.’ She blinked, twice, without taking her eyes from his face. ‘There was an accident, and she moved in with me.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he put in – but she wasn’t listening.

‘She doesn’t talk, which is why I’m here now instead of her. You’re bound to meet her in due course, but she won’t talk to you. It’s best that you know this, so you’re prepared. If you have any problems with the house, or any questions, kindly bring them to me.’

He nodded.

Her eyes remained on his face for a second more than was comfortable. ‘Goodnight then,’ she said, stepping out. ‘I hope you sleep well.’ She pulled the door closed, and he heard the faint sound of her retreating steps.

He folded his arms, digesting what he’d just been told. An accident of some kind, a granddaughter who didn’t speak. Weird. Lil has lived with me, she’d said. With me, not with us – so that meant, didn’t it, that it was just the two of them next door? Husband gone to his heavenly reward, or made his escape via the divorce courts.

He’d imagined Lil an adult when he’d heard that the house belonged to her – but now he thought she might be a child who’d inherited the place after whatever accident had occurred, and was living with her grandmother because she was too young to be on her own. Or maybe she’d been injured in the accident, and couldn’t live independently any more. The grandmother’s sketchy account told him very little.

He looked up the stairs. They disappeared into a darkness that now seemed slightly sinister. His forehead was clammy: he ran a sleeve over it. He touched the radiator and found it to be hot. At least the heating worked. He let his gaze roam about the space, noting the ceiling spotlight that was out, the not quite accurate meeting of two lengths of wallpaper, the fruit carved into the sides of the hallstand.

It looked bleak with nothing hanging on it. Hallstands should never be empty: they should be full of things. He took off his jacket and propped it on a hook. It didn’t make much of an improvement.

He felt gloom descending. What was he doing here? What the hell was he doing here? He should be married now. He should still be living in London, working in the job he’d loved, with no money worries and a full social life. Instead here he was, unemployed and miles from anything and anyone familiar, with the last of his savings to live on.

He opened the door on the right, next to the radiator. The sitting room, he thought – but he was wrong. This room held a mahogany dining table and six chairs, and a sideboard that didn’t match, and three shelves set into an alcove with nothing at all on them.

The floor was wooden. The walls were papered in a blue-green shade, with paler rectangles here and there where paintings or photos must have hung. This was a room for family meals, or maybe dinner parties; not for him with his single plate.

He closed the door. He stepped across the hall and found the sitting room, which was altogether cosier. Cream walls, a pair of grey tweed couches and a red armchair, a cream marble fireplace in which sat a nicely reddened coal fire, a large wicker basket nearby full of turf and logs. A rug in patched terracotta and ochre shades covered at least half of the wooden floor. A television hung on the wall above the mantelpiece; an empty bookshelf was set into the alcove on the right of the chimney breast.

He tried out a couch and found it comfortable. He pulled the heavy grey curtains closed. This room he would use in the evenings, to watch television or search YouTube for something diverting.

He thought again of how much quieter his life had become. He hadn’t gone near his usual social media sites since August. He’d closed all his accounts, ignoring the questions that had started to come in as word of what had happened got around. He hadn’t had a night out in five months, hadn’t set foot inside a pub or a restaurant. He couldn’t remember the last gig he’d been to, the last film he’d seen in a cinema.

Back in the hall he looked up the stairs again. What the hell was spooking him? What could there possibly be to fear up there? Nothing but empty rooms, and a bed prepared for him with clean sheets, and fresh towels in the bathroom. With any luck, she’d left him a bar of soap too.

He pulled his jacket on again. He’d hunt down some food, and maybe he’d find an off-licence, and after that he’d have an early night. A soak in a bath if there was one, and if the heating did a proper job with the water. Melt away the nameless unsettlement he’d felt since her mention of an accident, fill the silence with the comforting everyday sound of water running through pipes.

On the point of leaving the house, he remembered the two keys on the kitchen table. He returned and retrieved them, and locked the back door. He threaded the keys onto his Jeep key-ring, which until this morning had also held Joel’s spare house key. Hang on to it, Joel had said, but Tom had taken it off and handed it back.

He opened the front door and stepped outside. The last of the light was draining from the sky, a thin crescent of moon rising. He searched for stars and found none, or nearly none. Too cloudy – but he bet that on a clear night, with no competing street lights, they’d crowd out the sky here. He zipped up his jacket, feeling the bite of a January evening.

He decided to have a quick look around the back again, go to the end of the garden, see what there was to be seen while he still could. In the passage he brushed against wet hedging; plenty of clipping to keep him busy. Maybe he should ask permission – but why would she object to his improving the place?

He rounded the corner and saw the rear garden disappearing into the near darkness. The light from the kitchen window was muted by the pulled-down blind, and the sliver of moon didn’t help much. He’d left her torch on the kitchen table, and he couldn’t be bothered going back in for it.

He walked to the edge of the patio and squinted down into the high grass. Was there no pathway through it? He prodded about with a boot and discovered a flat stone set into the ground. He stepped on it and searched for another, and one by one he found the rest of them. They made little difference to his progress, the grass having pretty much closed in around them, and the ends of his jeans quickly became damp. He persevered through the gloom and was approaching the end of the garden – he could make out a low wall and a gate ahead – when a movement off to his right, a quick flash of something, a small rustling sound, caught his attention.

He turned and saw a gap in the hedging, roughly the width of a door. Beyond it, in the neighbouring garden, he discerned the looming shape of a biggish building, a shed or cabin of some kind. Must be set right up against the garden wall. He saw the shine of windows, three of them. They emitted no light from within, reflecting only the faint illumination that came from the sky.

‘Hello? Is someone there?’

His voice broke through the stillness. No response came. It might have been an animal, a dog or a cat. But wouldn’t an animal react in some way to a human voice, either by approaching or darting away? He felt a small crawling in the skin of his scalp, imagining someone, or something, watching him silently. Waiting to pounce.

He shook off the feeling. Cop on, he told himself. It was his imagination, fired up by the empty house, and an accident associated with it that hadn’t been explained, and a night that was darker and quieter than he was used to.

He covered the short distance to the end of his own garden, and found the cliff path his landlady had spoken of. It looked to be about four feet in width, and as far as he could tell not paved or finished in any way. Packed earth it looked like, worn smooth by the passage of those who’d trodden it.

He didn’t open the small gate. He could hear rather than see what lay beyond the fence that bordered the path on the far side. He understood then that the rumbling sound wasn’t caused by a motorway, or by machinery. He stood listening to the low music of the Atlantic, the wash and pull that would be the soundtrack to his life here. He could hardly have chosen a property much closer to it, unless he’d rented out the shed he’d just spotted next door.

He caught a whiff of the catch-in-the-throat tang of seaweed. He’d had a seaweed bath once, and had been surprised by how it had confounded his cynical expectations. He’d loved the sensation of the oily water, the way his skin had smelt, and felt, afterwards. Might pick up a bit on a beach here, try it again.

If the bedroom she’d made up was at the rear of the house he’d leave his window cracked open tonight, see if the sound and scent of the sea helped him to sleep. See if he had any better luck here.

He wondered how high the cliff was. He should have asked her more. Tomorrow he’d take a walk, get his bearings. A growl in his stomach reminded him that he needed food now. He retraced his steps up through the lawn and across the patio. In the dark he lurched against the hedge in the side passage, causing rainwater to shower onto him.

Before getting into the Jeep he shot another glance towards his neighbour’s house, and wondered again about the owner of the one he’d taken. She doesn’t talk, the grandmother had said. Not can’t, but doesn’t. She won’t talk to you. Strange way to put it, almost as if it was a choice the granddaughter had made.

He sat into the Jeep, rubbing hands together to take the cold away. He looked at the cardboard box on the passenger seat. He lifted it onto his lap and opened it, and took out a house.

He ran a thumb over the smooth warmth of the wood. He brought it to his nose to inhale the smell that always calmed him. He thought of the classes that had been his sanctuary, when he could lose himself in his task, blot out the horror of his reality for a couple of hours twice a week.

He traced with his fingers the skewed chimney on the crooked roof, and the walls that didn’t quite meet at the corners, and the front door that was anything but a true rectangle. Twenty houses in total, each the rough size of a half-pound of butter, each different in style and colour from its companions.

Bits of nonsense, that was all they were. Quirky and lopsided and useless. He didn’t know why he’d even brought them here, why he hadn’t donated them to his little niece and nephew, who might well have got a kick out of them. What was he to do with them here?

He replaced the house and closed the box. He set it back on the passenger seat and looked out once more at the house that was to be his home for the next six months. He thought how absolutely different it was to the last place he’d called home, and how much Vivienne would hate it.

He switched on the radio. He turned the dial until he found music, and raised the volume high. He swung around carelessly, coming too close to the opposite hedge. He heard it scratch and claw its way along the side of the Jeep. He drove off, unaware that he was being watched.

Five Years Earlier

His first sight of her was in the church. From his seat in the top pew next to Joel, waiting for Sarah who was late like all brides, he glanced behind at the small gathering and spotted straight off – how could he miss it? – the little lime green hat with its ludicrously tall feather, and the tumble of blue-black hair beneath it, and the face under that. Full red mouth, eyes outlined starkly in black, an upward feline flick at the outer corners. Amy Winehouse, he thought. Same striking exotic features.

She caught him looking, and winked – or he thought she did. A lightning dip of an eyelid, or not? Hard to be sure, no alteration in her expression – and just then the organist started up, and the ceremony got under way.

He swept the churchyard afterwards and found her chatting with a couple he didn’t know. She was considerably taller than Amy Winehouse, nearly as tall as himself. She burst into a loud peal of laughter as he watched, raising a hand to press it to the whiteness of her throat. Red nails. Good teeth.

Her dress, buttercup yellow, clung to her curves, ending just above shapely knees. A wisp of a scarf in a paler green than the hat slithered from a shoulder to rest in the crook of her elbow until she hitched it back up.

She didn’t appear to be accompanied: no sign of a hovering man, or woman. Tom had broken up with his last girlfriend a few weeks previously, their six-month relationship, his longest to date, needing to be ended when she’d begun hinting about moving in together. Since then he’d done his share of flirting at bar counters, and following up with a few one-night stands. He was twenty-three, and in no hurry to commit.

You want to bring someone to the wedding? Joel had asked, and Tom had said no. I’ll hook up with the bridesmaid, he’d joked. He was glad now he hadn’t tied himself to anyone, glad he was free to investigate this interesting new person.

It took a while. At the hotel he was ambushed during the champagne reception by an aunt of his father’s, a woman he normally met only at funerals. The woman’s hearing had been on the decline for as long as he’d known her: he was acutely conscious of his side of their conversation being audible to everyone in the vicinity. He escaped when dinner was announced, and took his place at the top table between his brother and his father.

He located the dark-haired woman at a nearby table, her hat missing. Her hair, messy in a way he suspected was quite studied, gleamed in the sunlight that poured in through the long windows. He looked directly at her a few times during his speech, and she didn’t look away. As soon as they could move around again, he’d go over and introduce himself.

She got there first.

Vivienne Chambers, she said, slipping into the chair vacated by his father between dessert and coffee. First cousin of the bride.

English accent, polished. Up close he could smell her musky scent.

You’ve been eyeing me up, she went on, so I thought I’d better check you out.

He grinned. He enjoyed a brazen woman. Guilty as charged. Tom McLysaght.

She took the hand he offered, held on to it for longer than she needed. Oh, I know your name. I’ve done my research.

She’d been asking about him. He was inordinately pleased to hear it. So what else do you know?

She used his fingers to count off. Well, you’re Joel’s little brother, obviously, and you’re currently unattached, and you’ve just finished college, and you still live at home with Daddy. Oh, and you’ve been snapped up by Google, because you’re a bit of a wunderkind in the computing world.

He tried hard to hide his increasing delight. I interned with Google – they went for the devil they knew.

Don’t be modest, she said. It doesn’t become you.

He held up his hands. OK, it’s true – I’m a wunderkind. But now I’m at a disadvantage, because I know nothing about you. You live in England?

I do. I’m English by birth, Irish by blood. She finally relinquished his hand: he had to resist the urge to grab hers, to claim it like she’d claimed his. Mum is Sarah’s aunt, her father’s sister. She crossed the sea and was snapped up by Dad in London. They’re divorced now, but she never came home.

You sound posh, he told her. Like the queen – and she gave the same loud guffaw he’d heard outside the church, and told him there the similarity ended. I’m afraid I’m all fur coat and no knickers, she said, and he experienced a stab of desire, which he suspected was exactly what she’d intended.

Hello.

They both looked up. Tom’s father had returned from the Gents. My dad, Tom said.

George, his father added, extending his hand.

The lauded cardiologist, she said, rising to her feet with their handshake. Congratulations, you have two fine-looking sons – and I can see where they get their looks.

His father smiled. And you are …?

Vivienne, Tom said quickly, before she could. He’d wondered afterwards, long afterwards, if he’d wanted to stake his claim on her, even then. Sarah’s cousin, he told his father.

I shall have to find you both later, she said, for a dance. In her mouth it was dahnse.

After she’d left them, his father reclaimed his seat. Confident young lady, he remarked, and Tom followed her with his eyes, and saw the sway of her hips, and knew she was going to be significant.
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