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Some projects take forever to get off the ground.

One of these was the disused storage depot that was owned by St. Brigid’s Hospital. It was an unattractive cluster of warehouses around a yard. Once it had held supplies for the hospital, but it was in an awkward place, and new traffic regulations meant that it was a long and cumbersome journey through the Dublin streets to get from one place to the other.

It was a part of Dublin that still had its old workers’ cottages, and factories that had been transformed into apartment blocks. This part of the city was “going up,” as the property people described it; soon speculators would look at the storage depot and make St. Brigid’s an offer for it, the kind of offer they could not refuse.

That’s what Frank Ennis wanted. He thought of himself as the financial brains behind St. Brigid’s, and an offer was exactly what they needed. A large lump sum, a huge financial injection on his watch.

Frank Ennis could see it happening.

Of course, every year when the board of the hospital met, there was always some problem and distraction or other. Something that stopped Frank from getting this white elephant sold and investing the money in the hospital. One year there was the rheumatology lobby; they wanted a rheumatism clinic. There was a pulmonary wing too, which wanted to set up a day center for chest patients. And the increasingly vocal heart faction, which claimed that there was sufficient evidence to prove that patients could be kept out of hospital, thus freeing up hospital beds, if they had someone to provide backup support. The cardiologists were like a dog with a bone: they wouldn’t let it go.

Frank sighed as they faced yet another afternoon in the close, stuffy boardroom. The members were sitting around the table. Frank looked at them without great pleasure. There was the usual collection of people who might have sat on any hospital board. There was what he would describe as a plainclothes nun. St. Brigid’s had once been run entirely by nuns; now there were only four of the sisters left. No new vocations. There were senior officials from the health authority; there were important businesspeople who had proved themselves in other walks of life. There was that good-tempered American philanthropist Chester Kovac, who had set up a private health center miles away down in the country.

The plainclothes nun would always open the window, and then the papers would fly around the table and someone would close it again. Frank had been through this many times. But on this occasion he felt that victory was in his corner. He had a written offer of a huge sum from a property developer for instant possession of the much-discussed and wasted land around the storage depot. This was money that would make everyone sit up and take notice.

Then would come the argument about how the money should be spent. Would it go to new state-of-the-art CAT scan machines? Or to making radical changes at the front of the hospital? Like many buildings of its time, which was the early twentieth century, the hospital had entirely unsuitable stone steps leading to the entrance hall. A ramp would be appropriate, or some more satisfactory way of getting into the hospital for the lame and frail.

There was always a need for more beds in women’s surgical; there was always a call for isolation units. A lot of pressure had come from one section that wanted to be raised from high dependency to intensive care, and this would need money being spent.

Well, at least they would be able to reply to the property developer today accept his offer and stop wasting time on the various special interests who all wanted to enlarge their empires.

Coffee and biscuits were served, the agenda was distributed and the meeting began. But from the outset Frank knew that something was wrong.

The board members had been foolishly influenced by some statistic recently published that seemed to prove the Irish had more than their fair share of heart failure. Possibly connected with lifestyle and diet, with drinking and smoking undoubtedly playing their part in it. They were all discussing methods of giving heart patients more confidence. How great to be at the forefront of a battle against heart disease. A day clinic that would help patients to manage their own lives. Frank Ennis could have cursed the organization that had published these figures just days before his board meeting. For all he knew, it could even have been done deliberately—there was something very arrogant about those cardiologists at St. Brigid’s. They thought they were omnipotent.

He looked for support to Chester Kovac, usually a voice of sanity in such situations. But he had read it wrong. Chester said that this was an imaginative idea and he would be happy if St. Brigid’s were at the forefront of such a move. After all, the alternative was only money.

Frank fumed at this. It was easy for Chester to say something was only money; he had plenty of money himself. Certainly he was generous, but what did he know? He was a Polish American with an Irish grandfather—he was swayed by the last person he had spoken to.

Frank seethed with rage.

“It’s not only money, Chester. It’s huge money, going into St. Brigid’s to improve it.”

“Last year you wanted to sell that land for it to be a car park,” Chester said.

“But this is a far better offer.” Frank was red in the face with the effort of it all.

“Well, we would have been foolish to accept your suggestion last year, Frank, seeing the way things turned out.” Chester was mild but firm.

“But I spent weeks raising this guy’s offer—”

“And last year we all agreed that we didn’t want a car park.”

“So this is not a car park. It’s superior housing—of the highest specifications …” Frank said.

“Not what a hospital is necessarily about,” Chester Kovac said.

“If we’re sitting on this piece of land we should use it,” said one of the captains of industry.

“We are using it! We are going to get a small fortune for it and invest that in the hospital!” Frank felt that he was talking to very slow learners.

The plainclothes nun spoke primly. “We would like something within the spirit of the original order who once ran the hospital.”

“Housing is hardly against the spirit of the order, is it?” Frank asked.

“Expensive housing of the highest specifications might not be what the good sisters wanted.” Chester spoke gently.

“The good sisters are all dead and gone! They died out!” Frank exploded.

Chester looked at the face of the plainclothes nun. She was very hurt by those words. He needed to be a peacemaker.

“What Mr. Ennis means is that the nuns’ work is completed here, their work is done. But they have left their legacy. This is a community that needs more health care and fewer expensive apartments which will each be host to two cars, thus clogging up the roads still further. What it needs is a good positive system set up, something that will go on helping people to make the most of their lives after the initial setback of cardiac failure. And to be very frank, when it comes to the vote, that’s what I would most like to see and that’s where I will place my choice.”

There was something dignified about the way he spoke.

Frank Ennis was crestfallen. The place would not be off their hands, as he had so confidently hoped this morning. Now it was back on the table. The cardiologists had won. There would be months and months of agreeing to costs and building work and furnishings and equipment. They would have to appoint a director and a staff. Frank sighed heavily. Why did these people not have any sense at all? They could have had so many of the items on their wish list if they had any understanding of how the world worked. Instead they were complicating everything.

He sat through the meeting, moving on automatically from item to item. Then it came to the vote for the change of use of the premises owned by St. Brigid’s and known as the former storage depot. As he expected, it was unanimously agreed that a heart care clinic should be built there.

Frank suggested a feasibility study.

He was voted down immediately. They were not in favor of this—they would be another six years debating the issue. If they had agreed to do it, then they had agreed. It was feasible.

It would, however, need an Extraordinary General Meeting, once costs had been agreed upon, tenders received from builders, numbers of staff settled with cardiology.

They consulted their diaries and fixed the date.

Frank had wanted it in six months’ time. Chester Kovac said that surely a matter of a few weeks would be enough to get the submissions in. Builders must be so anxious to get work. The representative heart specialist said that cardiology in St. Brigid’s would be so grateful, they would set out their requirements speedily.

“Requirements!” Frank Ennis snorted.

“And of course the post of director will have to be advertised,” the plainclothes nun said.

“Oh, yes, indeed. I suppose he’s out there waiting in the wings for a nice easy number,” Frank muttered, still bitter in defeat.

“He or she,” the nun said firmly.

“God—I’d forgotten the women,” Frank said under his breath. He was a man who had often forgotten women. At the golf club he was always outraged when there was a Ladies’ Day delaying his round. He had even forgotten to get married along the way. But that had all probably been for the best. “He or she. Of course,” he said aloud. “I am stuck in the old days, Sister.”

“Bad way to be, Mr. Ennis,” said the plainclothes nun as she opened the windows and let some fresh air into the room once more.




Chapter One
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They had told Clara Casey that there was a small budget to furnish her new office. A tiresome administrator with a loud voice, tousled hair and irritating body language had gestured around the dull, awkward-looking room with its gray walls and ill-fitting steel filing cabinets. Not the kind of room that a senior consultant would consider much of a prize after thirty years studying and practicing medicine. Still, it was never wise to be negative at the outset.

She struggled for the man’s name. “Yes, indeed … um … Frank,” she said. “It certainly has a lot of what might be called potential.”

This was not the response he had expected. The handsome, dark-haired woman in her forties, wearing a smart lilac-colored knitted suit, was striding around the small room like a caged lioness.

He spoke quickly. “Not unlimited potential, Dr. Casey, not financially speaking, I fear. But a coat of paint here and a piece of nice furniture there—a feminine touch will do wonders.” He smiled indulgently.

Clara fought hard to keep her temper.

“Yes, of course, those are just the kind of judgments I would bring to decorating my own home. This is entirely different. For one thing, I can’t have a room hidden miles away down a corridor. If I am to run this place I have to be in the center of it and run it.”

“But everyone will know where you are. Your name will be on the door,” he spluttered.

“I have no intention of being locked away in here,” she said.

“Dr. Casey, you have seen the funding. You were aware of the setup when you took the position.”

“Nothing was said about where my desk would be. Nothing at all. It was left to be discussed at a later date. This is the date.”

He didn’t like her tone. It was definitely like the tone of a schoolmistress.

“And this is the room,” he said.

She was tempted to ask him to call her Clara, but remembered he would have to recognize her status here if she was to get anything done. She knew his type.

“I think not, Frank,” she said.

“Can you show me where else you could be placed? The dietitian’s room is even smaller, and the secretary has just room for herself and the files. The physio has to have his room laid out with equipment, the nurses need their station, the waiting room must be near the door. Can you kindly inspire me as to where we can find you another room if this perfectly serviceable place doesn’t suit?”

“I’ll sit in the hall,” Clara said simply.

“The hall? What hall?”

“The space when you come in the glass doors.”

“But, Dr. Casey, that wouldn’t do at all.”

“And exactly why not, Frank?”

“You’d be at everyone’s beck and call,” he began.

“Yes?”

“There would be no privacy, it wouldn’t look … it wouldn’t be right. There would only be room for a desk.”

“All I need is a desk.”

“No, Doctor, with respect, you need much more than a desk. Much more. Things like a filing cabinet,” he finished lamely.

“I can have one of those in the secretary’s office.”

“A place for your patients’ case histories?”

“In the nurses’ room.”

“You’ll need some privacy sometimes to talk to patients.”

“We can call this room that you like so much the consultation room. We can all use it when needed. You could paint it calm, restful colors, get new curtains; I’ll choose them if you like. A few chairs, a round table. Okay?”

He knew it was over, but he gave one final bleat.

“That was never the way before, Dr. Casey, it just wasn’t the way.”

“There never was a heart clinic here before, Frank, so there is no point in trying to compare it with something that didn’t exist. We are setting this place up from scratch, and if I am going to run it then I’m going to run it properly.”

Clara knew that he was still looking at her disapprovingly from the door as she walked toward her car. She kept her head high and a false smile nailed to her face.

She zapped to unlock the car and swung herself into the driving seat.

After work today someone would certainly ask Frank what she was like. She knew just what he would say. “Ballbreaker, big time.”

If pressed he would say that she was power-hungry and couldn’t wait to get into the job and throw her weight around. If only he knew. No one must ever know. No one would know just how much Clara Casey did not want this new job. But she had agreed to do it for a year, and do it she would.

She pulled out into the afternoon traffic and felt it safe to let the false smile fade from her face. She was going to go to the supermarket and buy three kinds of pasta sauce. Whatever she got, one of the girls objected. The cheese was too strong, the tomato was too dull, the pesto too self-consciously trendy. But out of three they might find something that would suit. Please, may they be in good humor tonight.

She couldn’t bear it if Adi and her boyfriend, Gerry, had yet another ideological disagreement about the environment or the whales or factory farming. Or if Linda had yet another one-night stand with some loser who hadn’t bothered to call her.

Clara sighed.

People had told her that girls were terrible in their teens but became fine in their twenties. As usual, Clara had it wrong. They were horrific now at twenty-three and twenty-one. When they had been teenagers they hadn’t been too bad. But of course their father, That Bastard Alan, had been around then, so things had been easier. Sort of easier.

Adi Casey let herself into the house where she lived with her mother and her sister, Linda, who used to call the place Menopause Manor. Very funny, really humorous.

Mam wasn’t home yet. That was good, Adi thought. She would go and have a nice long bath, use the new oils she had bought at the market on the way home. She had also bought some organic vegetables; who knew what kind of shop-bought thing Mam might bring home, filled with additives and chemicals.

To her annoyance she heard music from the bathroom. Linda had beaten her to the bath. Mam had been talking about a second bathroom. Shower room, anyway. But there had been no mention of it recently. And what with Mam not getting the big job she had hoped for, this wasn’t the time to bring it up. Adi gave a little at home, but she didn’t earn much as a teacher. Linda gave nothing. She was still a student, but it never crossed her mind to get a part-time job. Mam ran the show and was entitled to call the shots.

Before Adi got to her room, the phone rang. It was her father.

“How’s my beautiful daughter?” he asked.

“I think she’s having a bath, Dad. Will I get her?”

“I meant you, Adi.”

“You mean whoever you’re talking to, Dad, you always do.”

“Adi, please. I’m only trying to be nice. Don’t be so cross over nothing.”

“Right, Dad. Sorry. What is it?”

“Can’t I just call to say hello to my—”

“You don’t do that. You ring when you want something.” Adi was sharp.

“Will your mother be at home this evening?”

“Yes.”

“What time?”

“This is a family Dad, not a facility where people check in and sign books.”

“I want to talk to her.”

“So call her, then.”

“She doesn’t return my calls.”

“So turn up.”

“She doesn’t like that, you know. Her space and all that.”

“I’m too old. This game between you has gone on too long. Sort it, Dad, please.”

“Could you and Linda be out tonight? I want to talk to her about something.”

“No, we will not be out.”

“I’ll treat you to supper somewhere.”

“You’ll pay for us to go out of our own home?”

“Try to help me on this.”

“Why should I? You never tried to help anyone anywhere along the line.”

“Why won’t you do this small thing?”

“Because Mam has arranged to cook us a supper to celebrate taking a new job. Because it’s long planned and I am not canceling it now. Sorry, Dad.”

“I’m coming over anyway.” He hung up.

Linda came dripping out of the bathroom wrapped in a damp towel. Adi looked at her without pleasure. Linda, who ate junk food, who smoked and drank, looked just beautiful, her long wet hair as good as anyone else’s would look coming from a salon. There was no fairness in life.

“Who was on the phone?” Linda wanted to know.

“Dad. Like a bag of weasels.”

“What did he want?”

“To talk to Mam. He said he would pay us to go out tonight.”

Linda brightened. “Really? How much?”

“I said no. No way.”

“That was very high-handed of you.”

“You call him and renegotiate if you want to. I’m not going out.”

“I suppose it’s the big D,” Linda said.

“Why should they bother to get divorced now? She didn’t throw him out when she should have. Aren’t they fine as they are? Him with the bimbo and Mam here with us?” Adi saw no reason to change things.

Linda was shruggy. “Bet she’s pregnant, the bimbo, bet you that’s what he’s coming to tell her.”

“God,” said Adi, “now I wish I had agreed to take his bribe if that’s what it’s all going to be about. I think I’ll call him back.”

In the end she sent him a text: “House will be daughter-free from 7:30 tonight. We have gone to Quentins. Will send you the bill. Love, Adi.”

“Alan? Alan, the phone is a bit fuzzy. Can you hear me? It’s Cinta.”

“I know it is, darling.”

“Have you told her?”

“I’m just on the way to her house, darling.”

“You won’t bottle out like last week.”

“That’s not exactly what happened …”

“Don’t let it happen again, please, Alan.”

“No, darling, you can rely on me.”

“I’ll need to, Alan. This time I need to.”

Clara let herself in. The house was suspiciously quiet. She would have expected both girls to be at home. There were wet towels on the bathroom floor. Linda had been home having a bath. There were leaflets about recycling plastic on the kitchen table, so Adi had been back too. But no sign of them now. Then she saw the note on the fridge.


Dad is coming round at 8 to talk to you; he sort of implied he wanted this to be a one to one. Without us being there. He implied rather heavily, as it happens. Actually, he offered to pay for a meal out for us, so we’re going to Quentins.

Love from us both,

Adi



What could he want tonight of all nights? At the end of a long, tiring, disappointing day that had involved seeing the place without a soul that was going to be the center of her work for the next year?

At the end of hours of role-playing and attitude-taking about territory with a tiresome bureaucratic hospital official. After hunting through three different delicatessen sections to get pasta sauces for her picky daughters. And now they were both going out to a fancy restaurant and Clara had to face Alan and whatever cracked scheme he had worked out to take something back from their financial settlement.

Clara put the food away. There would be no sharing of anything with Alan. Not any longer. Those years were long over. She took two bottles of fizzy water out of the fridge. She put the two bottles of Australian Sauvignon Blanc at the very back of the fridge behind the yogurts and low-fat spreads. He would never find them there. And she might well need them badly after he had gone.

At Quentins restaurant Adi and Linda settled down happily.

“You could run a small country for a week on what they’re paying at that table over there.” Adi was disapproving.

“Yeah, but not with any sense of fun,” Linda said.

“I wonder are we really blood sisters?” Adi asked.

“You’ve always wondered that.” Linda slowly sipped her tequila sunrise.

“What time do you think he’ll go?”

“Who, the guy at the table?”

“No, Dad, you fool.”

“As soon as he gets what he wants. What makes him different from any other man?” Linda caught the waiter’s eye. Another tequila sunrise and she would be ready to order.

Clara had intended to change into home clothes, but the phone never stopped ringing so there was no time. Her mother wanted to know what the new office was like.

“Do you have a carpet on the floor?” Her mother was down to basics.

“It’s sort of modern flooring throughout the whole place.”

“You don’t, then.” She could see her mother’s mouth closing like a trap. The way it had when she had got engaged to Alan, got married to Alan and got separated from Alan. There had been many closed-trap moments.

Her friend Dervla had called to know what the mood of the place was like.

“Mushroom and magnolia,” Clara had told her.

“God, what on earth does that mean?”

“That’s the colors it’s painted in at the moment.”

“But you can change all that.”

“Oh, yes. Definitely.”

“So it’s not really just the color scheme that’s upsetting you.”

“Who’s upset?”

“I can’t imagine. Did you meet any of the people you’ll be working with?”

“Nope. It was tombstone city.”

“It’s a question of nothing will please you? Am I right?”

“As always, you are right, Dervla.” Clara sighed.

“Listen, Philip is out at a meeting and he won’t be baying for food. Would it help if I were to bring round a bottle of wine and a half kilo of sausages? Used to work in the old days.”

“Not tonight, Dervla. That Bastard Alan has paid the girls to go out to Quentins because he wants to tell me something, ask me something.”

“I was at a meeting yesterday and one of the items on the agenda said TBA. I actually thought it meant That Bastard Alan, because you never call him anything else.”

Clara laughed. “What did it mean?”

“I don’t know. To Be Agreed, To Be Arranged, something like that.” Dervla wasn’t certain.

“No one would ever know you had a brain, Dervla. You always put on this vague fluffy act.”

“For all the good it does me.”

“I wish I had your know-how. I don’t know what he wants, but whatever it is I don’t want to give it to him.”

“If it doesn’t matter to you, then give it to him. Make a big deal out of it, of course, but if you don’t care, then give it and walk away.”

“But what can it be? He can’t have the house. He doesn’t want the girls—they’re big enough anyway to go wherever they want and they hardly go near him.”

“Maybe he has a touch of angina and wants an examination.”

“No, I never treated him. I always made sure from the start that he went to Sean Murray.”

“Maybe he wants to marry the young one, and needs a divorce.”

“No, he’s running headlong from marrying her.”

“How do you know?”

“The girls tell me. He even tries to tell me when he thinks I might listen to him.”

“And will you listen to him?”

“Not much. I know you all think I should have finished this totally ages ago. Who knows? I might. I might not.”

“Good luck, Clara.”

“I wish we were having those sausages and wine.”

“Another night, Clara.”

Then there was an e-mail from the paint shop saying that she could pick up a color chart the next morning; a text from her cousin in Northern Ireland to say that there was going to be a Ladies’ Club Outing to Dublin and could Clara suggest somewhere good value where they could park a bus and lunch, buy souvenirs and a bit of country air at a reasonable price; a neighbor came in to ask for support about banning a pop concert that would deafen them in three months’ time. And then it was eight o’clock and Alan was on the doorstep.

He looked well. Annoyingly well. Much younger than his forty-eight years. Under a dark jacket he had an open-necked, lemon-colored shirt. Easy care, Clara noted. No careful ironing of collars and cuffs for the bimbo. He was carrying a bottle of wine.

“More civilized, I thought,” he said.

“More civilized than what exactly?” Clara asked.

“Than sitting glaring at each other. God, you look well. That’s a lovely color. Is it heather? Or mauve?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Oh, yes, you are, you were always great with color. Perhaps it’s violet or lilac or—”

“Perhaps it is, Alan. Will you come in?”

“Girls out?”

“Yes. You paid for them to go to Quentins, remember?”

“I said I’d stand them a bite of supper. I didn’t know they’d go upmarket. Still, that’s youth today”

“Yes, well, you’d know all about it, Alan. Come in and sit down since you’re here.”

“Thank you. Shall I get the opener?”

“This is my house. I will get my opener and my glasses when I am ready.”

“Hey, hey, Clara, I brought you a pipe of peace, well, a wine bottle of peace. Where’s all the aggravation coming from?”

“I can’t think. I really can’t. Could it have anything to do with your cheating on me for years, lying to me, promising things were over when they weren’t, leaving me, fighting me through all the lawyers in the land?”

“You got the house.” To Alan it was simple.

“Yes, I got the house I paid for. I didn’t get anything else.”

“We have been through all this, Clara. People change.”

“I didn’t.”

“But you did, Clara, we all did. You just didn’t face it.”

She suddenly felt very tired. “What do you want, Alan? What do you actually want?”

“A divorce,” he said.

“A what?”

“A divorce.”

“But we are divorced, separated for four years, for God’s sake.”

“Not divorced, though.”

“But you said you didn’t want to remarry. That you and Cinta didn’t need any bonds like that.”

“Nor do we. But you see, she’s gone and got pregnant and so, well, you see?”

“I don’t see.”

“You do see, Clara. You just won’t admit it. It’s over. It’s been over for a long time. Why don’t we just draw a line in the sand?”

“Get out, Alan.”

“What?”

“Get out, Alan, and take your wine of peace with you. Open it at home. You really picked the wrong night.”

“But it will happen anyway. Why can’t you just be gracious, decent, I wonder?”

“Yes, Alan, I wonder too,” Clara said, standing up and sliding his unopened bottle back across the table to him.

She wished she felt a sense of closure about it all. It was unsatisfactory leaving it up in the air like this, but Clara was not going to play along, doing things according to his timetable. Was it possible she thought it wasn’t entirely over? So even if it was unfinished that’s what she wanted just now. She stood there long enough for him to realize that he really did have to go. And so he went.

“Cinta? Darling?”

“That you, Alan?”

“How many other men call you Cinta and address you as darling?” His laugh was tinny. “What did she say?”

“Nothing.”

“She must have said something.”

“No, she didn’t.”

“You didn’t go.”

“I did go.” He was stung by the injustice of it. “She can’t have said nothing.”

“She said, ‘Get out.’ ”

“And you did?”

“Love, it doesn’t make any difference.”

“It does to me,” Cinta said.

Clara had always been a great believer in putting worries out of your mind. Years back they had a wonderful professor of general medicine who had managed to inspire them all. He was Dr. Morrissey, her friend Dervla’s father.

“Never underestimate the curative powers of being busy,” he had advised them. He said that most of their patients would benefit from having more rather than less to do. He had achieved a near legendary reputation for curing insomnia simply by advising people to get up and sort out their tape collection or iron their table napkins. What would he say now? Kind Dr. Morrissey who had been more of a father to Clara than her own remote, withdrawn father ever had been.

Dr. Morrissey would say, “Tackle something that will absorb you. Something that will put That Bastard Alan and his divorce and his infantile girlfriend way out of mind.” Clara poured a glass of wine and went upstairs. She would fill every corner of her mind with this bloody center that she had signed on to run.

In Quentins Adi was watching her sister with disapproval. Linda was twining her long blond hair around her fingers and smiling at a man across the room.

“Stop it, Linda,” Adi hissed.

“Stop what?” Linda’s eyes were big, blue and innocent.

“Stop attracting his attention.”

“He smiled. I smiled back. Is this now a hanging offense?”

“It could end up being complicated. Will you stop smiling, Linda!”

“All right, prune face. Whatever happened to being pleasant?” Linda asked sulkily.

At that moment a waiter bristling with disapproval came to their table. “Mr. Young’s compliments and would the young ladies like to choose a digestif with his compliments.”

“Can you please tell Mr. Young no, thank you very much,” Adi said.

“Please tell Mr. Young that I’d love an Irish coffee,” Linda said.

The waiter looked helplessly from one to the other. Mr. Young, from across the room, had seen the situation and materialized at their table. A tall man in his late forties, in a well-cut suit and with the appearance of being a person who could manage most situations.

“I was just thinking about how life is so short and how sad it is to have to spend it talking business with men in suits,” he said, a practiced smile on his suntanned face.

“Oh, I do agree,” Linda simpered.

“So do I,” Adi said. “But we are the wrong people to waste the rest of your life on. Mr. Young, my sister here is a twenty-one-year-old student and I am a twenty-three-year-old teacher. We’re probably not much older than your own children. Our father has paid for us to have a nice dinner here while he tells our mother that he wants a divorce. So you see it’s a fraught time. And really you would probably find it more fun with the suits.”

“Such passion and strength in one so young and beautiful.” Mr. Young looked at the elder girl with admiration.

Linda didn’t like that at all.

“Adi’s right, we do have to go home,” she said and the waiter’s shoulders relaxed. Problems didn’t always sort themselves out so easily.

“And you just actually got out because she said ‘Get out’?” Cinta was disbelieving.

“God, Cinta, what did you expect me to do? Take her by the throat?”

“You said you’d ask her for the divorce.”

“And I did … I did. We’ll get it eventually. It’s the law.”

“But not before the baby is born.”

“Does it matter when we get it? We’ll both be here for the baby. Isn’t that what counts?”

“So no wedding?”

“Not yet. You can have the biggest, best wedding in the world later.”

“Okay, later, then.”

“What?”

“I said all right, it’s hard for you. I’m not going to nag you. Why don’t you get that wine you were going to give her and bring it home.”

“I left it there.”

“You gave her the wine and left without the divorce? What kind of clown are you, Alan?”

“I really don’t know,” Alan Casey said truthfully.

Clara had met Alan when she was a first-year medical student and he had been working for his first year in a bank.

Clara’s mother said that there were very few people in the world who did not make money while working for a bank. Alan Casey however, was one of them. He placed rather too much faith in the more speculative and wilder aspects of investment. They never had much material comfort. Alan was always being pipped at the post for some house or some really great property. Clara just saved steadily from her salary. She closed her ears to the unasked-for advice from her mother and her friends. This was her life and her decision.

Alan had always been the ambitious one: enough was never enough and there had to be more. That came to include women as well. For a time, Clara pretended it wasn’t happening. But then it became too hard and she faced it.

When Clara and Alan had split up officially, Clara made sure that each of the three bedrooms should be furnished with shelves and desks. This way she and the girls could all work in their own space without interfering with each other. Downstairs was meant to be a more general area. Claras room was cool and elegant. On one side of the room were her bed, dressing table and a large fitted wardrobe. The other half was a workstation with filing cabinets, but it looked like quality furniture rather than cheap office supplies. She had a comfortable leather chair and a good light. She opened a drawer and took out a large box file called CENTER. For three weeks she had been avoiding looking at it. It brought home the realization of all she had lost and the small consolation that had been offered in return. But this was the night she would attack it. Maybe after she watched the nine o’clock news.

When there had been a special offer on television sets in the huge warehouse, Clara had bought three of them. The girls said she was behaving like some mad exhibitionist millionaire, but Clara thought it well worth the investment. It meant that Adi could watch programs about the planet being in decline, Linda could see pop shows and she, Clara, could relax with costume drama.

She reached around for the remote control, but then she remembered that Dr. Morrissey had always said that we found excuses to put off doing something that would take our minds off our worries. It was as if we didn’t want to lose the luxury of worrying. So she opened the large box and looked with some small degree of pleasure at her neat filing system. There was the documentation about the whole nature of the heart clinic, what it was meant to do, how it would be funded, her own role as its first director. There were her own reports of educational visits to four heart clinics in Ireland and three in Britain and one in Germany. Tiring visits all of them, wearying hours touring facilities that would not be appropriate or relevant to her own center. Note taking, head nodding, murmuring approval here, asking questions there.

She had seen money scrimped here, money wasted there. She had observed no planning, excessive planning, making do with what was already there. Nothing to inspire her. Some idiotic decisions like placing a heart clinic on a third floor in a place without proper elevator access. Like the casual attendance of staff on no regular basis. She had seen duplication of files and reports. She had seen trust and hope among patients who felt that they were learning to manage their disease. But surely you could get that in any good GP’s office or an outpatient department.

Clara had taken notes on what she had liked and hated in two different colors. It would be easy to summarize her findings. Then she saw a file called PERSONNEL. The pool on which she was allowed to draw for assistance. She would need the services of a dietitian and a physiotherapist. She would need at least two trained cardiology nurses, and a phlebotomist for taking blood. They would have to have a houseman or -woman working there for six-month periods, a system of referral from doctors and the general hospital. They would have to get a campaign of public awareness going, arrange interviews in the national press and on radio.

She had done it all before. When she had been at the forefront, and that was when she was going somewhere. Or thought she was. Still, it had to be done, and she would do it right. What else was she in this for if not that?

She started to look through the files.

Lavender. What a name for a dietitian. But she had a good CV, and she said she wanted to specialize in healthy eating for the heart. She sounded lively, young, dedicated. Clara put a tick beside her name and reached for the phone. Might as well start now. Okay, so it was nine o’clock at night, but this was the girl’s mobile phone. She would no doubt be surgically attached to it.

“Clara Casey here, Lavender. I hope it’s not too late …”

“No, of course not, Dr. Casey. I’m delighted to hear from you.”

“Perhaps we could have a chat tomorrow if you could come to the center. There’s a sort of conference room there. When is best for you?”

“I’m working from home tomorrow, Doctor, so anytime is fine.”

They fixed a ten o’clock appointment.

Now she needed a physio but she didn’t know how many hours a week. She went through the applications to see who was available for part-time work. A big, bluff face came through the photographs. Square, reliable, not handsome, looked like an ex-boxer, but there was something about his story that she liked. He did a lot of work in inner-city clubs, he had been a late student; the word mature didn’t really apply to him. He had a lopsided grin. Great, she thought, I’m choosing staff on their pictures now.

He answered his mobile on the first ring. “Johnny,” he said.

Clara Casey explained and, yes, he could make eleven o’clock, no sweat. It was going well. She lined up two nurses and got the name of a security man as well. Tim. She rang his mobile phone. A slightly American accent told her that he would get back to her. If she was going to start to tear this place apart tomorrow she would need someone to keep the building safe.

To her surprise she heard the key in the door and the sound of her two discontented daughters returning. They came into her room without knocking. That was something else that annoyed her these days.

“What did he want?” Linda asked.

“Who?”

“Dad.”

“A divorce. He wants to get married again.”

The girls looked at each other. “And?”

“And I told him to get out.” Clara seemed unconcerned.

“And he went?”

“Well, obviously. And did you have a nice night? No? Well, he left you some wine downstairs. You could kill that, I suppose.”

Linda and Adi looked at each other, confused. Their mother’s phone rang, and she waved them away.

“Oh, Tim, thank you for getting back to me. No, of course it’s not too late. Could you come in tomorrow to discuss a small security job? I am going to knock down a lot of walls and leave a place wide open for a few days, so that will be full-time. After that it will just be on regular routine patrol. Fine. Fine. See you then.” She smiled vaguely at her daughters.

They were uneasy. It had not been a hugely successful dinner at Quentins, their father was going to marry a girl of their own age, and now it appeared that their mother had gone raving mad.

The next morning flew by. The interviews went remarkably well. Lavender turned out to be trim and businesslike. She was realistic about the number of hours needed to give dietary advice. She suggested a weekly cookery class, and said it had worked well when she had been in a clinic in London. A lot of the patients had no idea how to cook vegetables properly or make a healthy soup and were astounded at the possibilities. Lavender was a no-nonsense person, a single woman in her forties. She took two months off in January and February every year and went to Australia but would arrange a substitute herself. She would help Clara to set up the kitchen and could start work in two weeks’ time.

Clara found it very reassuring.

Johnny the physio was indeed big and bluff but seemed to have huge reserves of patience. He said that heart patients had seen too many movies where people clutched at their chests and died in seconds on the floor. This made them terrified of taking any exercise in case they overexerted themselves and brought on the heart attack that would kill them. Instead they allowed their muscles to waste away. He inquired whether Clara would be able to wire the patients up to an EKG so that their progress could be monitored.

“Doubt if they’ll give me the equipment,” Clara said.

“We could make a case for it,” Johnny said and joined the team.

Tim, the security man, had lived in New York for a couple of years. He had done a lot of hospital work there, so he knew just what was needed. He could give it his full time for the next couple of weeks, as he was hoping to go into business on his own and needed a couple of major satisfied clients. But he didn’t want to tread on any toes.

“Why aren’t you using the existing hospital security?” he asked.

“Because I want to run my own show.” Clara was equally direct.

“And will they pay for it?”

“Yes, if you give us what those guys in the offices might consider a fair quote. They love to think they’re saving money. It’s all they care about.”

“Same everywhere,” Tim said pragmatically.

“You came back from America?”

“Yeah. Everyone I knew out there worked fourteen hours a day. All the people I knew here were wearing designer suits and buying property in Spain. Thought I’d come back and get a bit of that for me.”

“Glad to be back?”

“Not totally sure,” he said.

“Early days yet.” Clara was practical. She felt at ease with this quiet man.

The first nurse she interviewed, Barbara, was exactly the kind of person she would have handpicked. Outgoing, direct and very much on top of the subject. She answered the routine questions about heart medication, blood pressure and stroke.

The second woman was older but not at all wiser. Her name was Jacqui and she spelled it twice in case there should be any misunderstanding. She said that she was applying for the job so that she would have no evening or shift work. She said that existing holiday arrangements would have to be honored. She said she would need an hour and a half for lunch to walk her dog, who would sleep peacefully in her car once he knew that an extended “walkies” was included in the day. She said that her present job was like working in the Third World. Most of the time was spent making yourself understood to foreigners. Clara knew in moments that this woman would not be part of the team.

“When shall I hear from you?” Jacqui asked confidently.

“Many many more people to interview. I’ll let you know in a week.” Clara was clipped.

Jacqui looked around her without much pleasure. “You’ll have your work cut out for you here.” She sniffed.

“Indeed. But isn’t that where the challenge lies?” Clara felt the smile nailed to her face.

What Clara really needed, she discovered the next morning, was an extra pair of legs. Someone who could run and find this form, leave in the other form, get the hospital building team and the electricians to gather for discussions. But nowhere had this pair of legs materialized. She would have to find her own. By chance she found them in the car park. A thin girl with long, straggly hair, carrying a chamois cloth, offered to clean her windshield.

“No, thanks.” Clara was pleasant but firm. “This isn’t really a good place to get business. Mainly it’s staff who don’t care what their cars look like or patients who are too worried about themselves to notice.”

The girl didn’t seem to understand her properly. She was straining to get the meaning of the words.

“Where are you from?”

“Polski,” the girl said.

“Ah, Poland. Do you like it here?”

“I think yes.”

“Do you have a job?”

“No. No job. I do some things.” She indicated her cleaning cloth.

“What else? What other work?”

“I go to houses to wash the cups and to clean the floors. I put the leaves from the trees into big bags. I see little boys clean car windows. I think maybe …” Her face was pale and peaky.

“Do you get enough to eat?” Clara asked.

“Yes, I live up the stairs in a restaurant, so I get one meal a day.”

“Do you have friends here?”

“Some friends. Yes.”

“But you need work?”

“Yes, madam, I need work.”

“What’s your name?”

“Ania.”

“Come with me, Ania,” Clara said.

There were lengthy and wearying conversations with builders. The foreman told Clara that she’d never get all these changes past administration. They hated change, administration did. They feared open spaces, loved small individual rooms where people could talk in private. Clara chose fabrics for the curtains that would divide the cubicles, as well as blinds for the windows. She looked through office furniture catalogs marking desks and cabinets. The time flew by.

She sent the little Polish girl scampering all over the place as she dealt with officialdom. Clara had typed out a letter explaining that Ania Prasky was the temporary assistant to Dr. Clara Casey and put in every initial and qualification that she possessed. They weren’t going to get in the way of this battery of achievement.

It was four o’clock in the afternoon and she hadn’t even thought about lunch. Ania must have had no lunch either. She came running at Clara’s command.

“Lunch, Ania,” she said briskly. Across Ania’s face went a shadow of anxiety.

“No, madam, thank you, but I work,” she said.

“A nice bite of lunch and good strong coffee and we will work even better.”

The anxiety left Ania’s face. Clara was going to pay for lunch. A day’s wages wouldn’t be broken into. She looked just like a happy child.

Clara knew when Adi and Linda had been traveling the world when they were eighteen that kind people had often put them up for the night or given them a good hot meal when they needed one. It was a kind of currency: you were kind to other people’s young, they were kind to yours.

“Come on, Ania. This will put hair on our chests.”

“It will?” Ania was startled.

“No, not real hair. It’s a figure of speech. Do you know what that is?”

“Not really, madam.”

“Well, I’ll try to explain it to you over lunch,” Clara said, reaching for her jacket.

Frank couldn’t believe that this woman had taken on so much and so quickly. His desk was filled with forms, requisitioning this, that and the other. It was a day’s work to get through his in-basket. Now he had an additional problem. He had heard that a small Polish girl with large, worried eyes had been seen running around at least half a dozen times, carrying more information. This Clara Casey seemed to be taking her new premises apart brick by brick. Each request or explanation was accompanied by a personal note from her on her own headed notepaper, which she must have had printed practically overnight. She always referred back to “our conversation” or “our agreement.” She was effectively making him part of her expansionist plan. He would have to stop her now before he was dragged down with her. Or else he could let her go ahead. Not the kind of woman he liked, but as a hospital colleague intent on getting things done, she was unbeatable.

Frank decided to give her a day or two before stepping in. Surely in the next forty-eight hours she would exceed her brief so spectacularly it would be a case of self-destruct. In the meantime he would write her a cautious, meaningless letter covering his back, saying that all the plans would of course have to be sanctioned by the board.

Barbara sank her teeth into the big hamburger. She had been on a diet for six weeks and had lost only six pounds. She had promised herself a treat if she got the new job in the heart clinic. She had been thinking of new shoes or a big classy handbag. But it had been a long day and she hadn’t the energy to go to the shops. She was meeting her friend Fiona for a celebration.

Fiona was envious. It sounded like just the kind of job she would have loved.

“But you didn’t apply” Barbara was furious with Fiona. “You’d have got the job and we could have worked together, but no, you wouldn’t fill out any forms.”

“I didn’t know she was going to be nice, that it would be open plan, that you’d have so much power. I thought it would be a ‘Come here, do that’ sort of job.”

“Well, it’s too late now. She’s probably hired some awful battle-ax that I’ll have to work with just because you wouldn’t fill in a form.”

“What’s she like?” Fiona asked.

“Dark-haired, groomed, sort of good-looking in an oldish way. A bit like that woman at the table over there. Hey, wait a minute—that is her.” Barbara’s hamburger remained poised in the air.

“She’s eating here?” Fiona was openmouthed.

“Yes, and that’s a girl from the center, a foreign girl called Ania, with her. How extraordinary!” Barbara shook her head in disbelief. “The woman has to eat somewhere, I suppose …”

But Fiona was already heading toward Clara.

“Come back,” Barbara hissed, but it was too late. Fiona was already talking.

“Dr. Casey, please forgive me interrupting your meal, but I am Fiona Ryan. I work with Barbara over there, who is going to start working with you next week. I meant to apply for a job there, but I thought it would be a bit routine. Barbara has been telling me all about it and it sounds brilliant. I was just wondering was it too late to send you my CV. I could leave it in tonight if you haven’t picked anyone else yet.”

Clara looked up and saw a pretty girl in her twenties with a broad smile. She radiated confidence and encouragement. Exactly the kind of person she wanted working with her. In the background she saw Barbara trying desperately to discourage her friend, but Fiona was having none of it.

“Barbara is embarrassed, but I thought if I didn’t ask you now I’d never know.”

She looked bright and alert. It wouldn’t hurt to read her CV.

“Sure,” said Clara. “Leave it in as soon as you can and a phone number where we can get you. This is Ania, by the way.”

“Hi, Ania. I’ll leave you both to your food. Thank you very much.” And she was gone, back at the table with Barbara, who was babbling abuse at her.

“Nice, isn’t she?” Clara seemed to be treating Ania as an equal.

Very flattered, Ania agreed. “She has a big smile. Will you employ her, madam?”

“Definitely,” Clara said. “Now, Ania, will we have an ice cream, do you think? Or should we get back and get our clinic up and running?”

“We go back now, madam,” Ania said. Lunch was good, but they must know where to draw the line.

At seven o’clock Clara paid Ania her day’s wages. “See you tomorrow at eight-thirty,” she said.

Ania’s face was split in half by her smile. “I work again tomorrow?” she said, clasping her hands.

“Sure, if you’d like to. I mean, you’re trained now. But you may have to do some cleaning and hauling furniture about. I’ll help you, of course.”

“Thank you, madam, with all of my heart,” Ania said. “And for my beautiful dinner too. You are a very kind lady doctor.”

“That’s not what they say about me at home.” Clara sighed. “They say I am barking mad.”

Adi had brought her boyfriend, Gerry, home for supper. They were eating soup and a salad at the kitchen table when Clara came in. Adi got up to get some for her mother, but Clara waved it away.

“Just a coffee, love. I had a huge meal in the middle of the afternoon. Burger and chips.”

Gerry sent out waves of disapproval. “Meat! Very bad. Very bad indeed.”

Adi was surprised. “That’s not your normal speed, Mam.”

“No, but things are far from normal these days,” Clara said, taking her coffee upstairs. She knocked on Lindas door.

“Come in.” Linda was in bed and wearing a face mask. She looked like a mime artist or a child dressed up as a ghost for a fancy-dress party.

“Sorry. I didn’t think you’d be in bed this early,” Clara said.

“No, this is just getting ready to go out. I’m off clubbing around eleven. There’s a new place opening tonight, and I want to be in the whole of my health for it.”

Linda looked at Clara as if expecting some rebuke or mention of keeping antisocial hours. Surely her mother would say something about the lack of books and study. But you could never second-guess Clara.

“When will you actually be earning any money, Linda?” she asked mildly.

“I knew you’d start to grizzle.” Linda’s face under the mask was moving with annoyance.

“Who’s grizzling? It’s just a simple question.”

“Well, in a couple of years, I suppose,” Linda said grudgingly.

“Don’t you qualify next year?”

“Mother, what is this? Do you want to let this room or something?”

“No, I’m quite happy for us all to live here. It’s just that today I met a lot of builders and electricians and plumbers—”

“And you’re going off to live in a commune with them,” Linda interrupted.

Clara ignored her. “And I was thinking of having a second bathroom built. But your warm, generous father is unlikely to want to support this project, and I was wondering how to finance it. Adi could give a little, and I was hoping that next year you’d be in a position to contribute too.”

“I was thinking of a gap year before settling down to work.”

“A gap between what and what exactly?” Clara asked.

“Don’t take it out on me if you’ve had a bad day” Linda looked mutinous.

“I haven’t had a bad day; actually as it happens, I had a very good day. I employed a girl who is about your age, and she worked from nine a.m. until seven p.m. without complaining. I asked her to come in and do the same tomorrow and she cried with gratitude.”

“Bet she wasn’t Irish,” Linda said.

“She will be one day, but at the moment she’s Polish.”

“Aha!” Linda was triumphant.

“Oh, Linda, shut up. You don’t know the first thing about work of any kind and here you are bleating on about gap years. You don’t know how lucky you are.”

“I don’t think I’m lucky at all, not even a little bit. My parents hate each other. My father is going to marry someone my age. Think how that makes me feel. My mother is a workaholic, bellyaching about the fact that I’m not out there slaving for a living even though it was agreed I’d be a student. I was here minding my own business having a sleep and you come in and unload all this on me. Why not tell me about all the starving orphans in China or India or Africa as well as the Polish girls who are your slaves?”

“You are a truly horrible girl, Linda,” Clara said and banged the door on her daughter’s bedroom.

“What’s all that shouting upstairs?” Gerry asked Adi.

“It’s the real world, Gerry,” she said. “It’s the world of people not getting on, not making allowances for other people, not seeing anyone else’s point of view.”

“It’s all that red meat,” Gerry said. “No good could come from eating a dead cow in the afternoon.”

•   •   •   

The next morning, Clara was gone by the time Adi came down to breakfast. There was no sign that she had eaten anything, and no note left about evening plans. All that shouting last night must have been more serious than it sounded. Adi went to wake Linda, who was not best pleased.

“You only need to close your eyes in this house and someone barges in roaring and bawling,” she complained as she struggled to wake up.

“What’s wrong with Mam?”

“God, how do I know? She was like a bag of weasels last night, complaining that I wasn’t Polish, that I wasn’t financing a new bathroom, that I was still a student. She nearly took the door off its hinges. She’s coming unstuck, I’d say.”

“What was it about, Linda?”

“I have no idea on earth. Maybe she’s upset about Dad wanting to marry Cinta.”

“She doesn’t love Dad anymore.”

“How do we know who she loves? She’s totally deranged. Now will you go away and let me sleep?”

“What about your lectures?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Adi, go away and poison young minds, will you?”

Linda was back snuggled down again, deep in her bed. Adi shrugged and left. There was no further information for her here.

Little Ania was sitting outside the door of the center.

“You did mean it, madam?”

“Indeed I did, Ania. I’ll get a key cut for you today, so tomorrow you can be in before me.”

“You will give me a key to this place?” Ania was astounded.

“Sure. Then you can have the coffee ready when I get here.”

“We will have a coffee machine?” Ania said, excited.

“Yes, it will arrive today. Meanwhile, here’s some money. Go get us two huge coffees down in the precinct, and whatever you think we should have for breakfast—something full of sugar to give us energy. A croissant, a doughnut. Whatever. One each.”

“This is a wonderful job,” Ania said, and trotted off obediently.

The day flew by again. The builders were a cheerful crew and they worked fast. Soon the place was beginning to resemble Claras plan. Her own desk was out in the center, keeping an eye on all that happened. The nurses’ station was waiting to be fitted out from General Medical Supplies. The treatment beds had arrived and small cubicles were erected with curtains made from the material Clara had chosen. The waiting room was painted and fitted with racks that would hold information about heart care. There would be a water filter for patients and a coffee urn.

Lavender’s dietitian’s room had been prepared; her weighing scale would arrive later in the day, along with one for the nurses’ station.

The physio room was suitably bare; the equipment depended on what Johnny and Clara could winkle out of the establishment. Clara was pleased with progress so far. She would show that Frank what she was made of. She was surprised when Ania delivered her a salad sandwich at lunchtime and another coffee.

“Let me pay you for this,” she said.

“No, madam. You gave me much money yesterday. Today I get you lunch.”

She looked so pleased and proud it wrenched Clara’s heart and made her even more annoyed with her own lazy daughter, who at this moment was probably sleeping off the effects of last night.

“Have you everyone you need now, madam?”

“No, Ania. I still need an office manager. Someone who will keep the payments in order. Someone who will cover my back.”

“Cover your back?” The phrase was new to Ania.

“Yes. Keep me out of hot water, out of trouble.”

“Will this be a secretary?”

“Sort of, but they want me to have a young girl. That’s no use to me. I need someone who can stand up to monsters like Frank Ennis and his gang. You can’t expect a child to be able to do that.”

“Do you think that you will win, madam?” Ania’s eyes danced with excitement.

“If I find the right person, we can get her installed before they are aware of it. The trouble is finding her.”

“You will do that, madam. I know.”

“You have more faith than I do, Ania.”

“Where would we be in life without faith?” Ania asked as she cheerfully went for a brush to sweep up after the carpenters and make them mugs of tea.

When the first week was nearly finished, Clara knew that she must go and meet the local pharmacist. She knew him to be Peter Barry, a fussy sort of man of about fifty who had a chemist’s shop in the shopping precinct very near the center. He would be filling prescriptions for her patients once they started. She must check that he was up to speed with the various heart and blood pressure medicines that she would be prescribing. She need not have worried.

Peter Barry was certainly on top of his work. Fussy or not, he had read all the recent research on new drugs and contraindications. Clara felt briefly that she was back at medical school being lectured to all over again.

“I wish you every success in the clinic,” he said formally. “It’s badly needed, something that will make people realize they can control their own heart problems.”

“Oh, yes indeed. It’s long overdue,” Clara murmured. It was the usual polite response she gave when told what a worthwhile job it was. No one must suspect how much she resented this backwater where she had ended up. She would do her job as well as possible and then leave. But her smile was bright.

“You’re right. If you could see patients clutching at their little bottles of pills terrified that they haven’t understood which magic potion will keep them alive. I try to be reassuring, but often they need to talk, to ask and learn, and there just isn’t the time.”

Clara was impressed. This man had more humanity than she had suspected.

“It’s a lot of work, I agree. Do you have an assistant here?”

Peter Barry became prim again. “There is always a qualified pharmacist on the premises, Dr. Casey, I assure you. But my assistant is part-time. I had hoped, you see, that my daughter, Amy, would join me in the business. But then—daughters!” He shrugged.

Clara was sympathetic. “What did Amy do instead?”

“Finding herself apparently. It’s a long search.” Years of disappointment were in his voice.

“Mine is talking confidently about a gap year. Another year of being supported and having to make no decisions.” Clara knew she sounded bitter. She hoped that her mouth was not cold and hard like her own mother’s was. But then maybe her mother had every reason to be disappointed with Clara. What had she achieved in life? Two sulky daughters, a broken marriage, failure to get the cardiology job that everyone had said was hers. Possibly her mother was as disillusioned with her as she was with Linda and as this man with his glasses on his head felt about his daughter.

Peter Barry wasn’t letting the topic go. “What would you do if you had your time all over again?” he asked.

Clara knew exactly what she would do. She would not have married Alan. But then those two girls would never have existed, and that was unthinkable. True, they had their difficult moments, but they were her children—she remembered so well the day that each of them had been born. They could be very good and loving; they were funny too, and tender. She wouldn’t wish their lives away. But Clara had spent many years hiding her true feelings and disguising her reactions. She wasn’t going to let down her guard and discuss it with this man now.

“Lord, it’s hard to know. What would you have done?” she asked, putting the ball firmly back in his court.

Peter Barry had no hesitation. “I would have married again and made a proper home for Amy,” he said simply. “Her mother died when she was four. She has never known a family.”

“It’s hard to find someone to love and marry just like that.” Clara shook her head. “It’s so much luck, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t know. I think there are a lot of people in the world who would make perfectly suitable mates, companions, spouses, if we just put our minds to it.”

Clara murmured her agreement and left. She saw she had a text message from Alan on her phone but didn’t read it. Her mind was already full with things that needed to be done or worked out or avoided. She didn’t need to think about Alan as well. But at the end of the day she was ready to read his message. She had achieved more than she had thought possible. The appalling Frank Ennis had come on an unexpected visit expecting to find disarray and confusion and found instead a nearly completed job. The floor covering had arrived, the builders were cheerful and enthusiastic, the furniture was on order and Tim proudly showed off the security system he had chosen. The two nurses, Barbara and Fiona, were busy planning their nurses’ station.

Lavender had brought in her posters about healthy food. Johnny had set up his exercise machines. And, best of all, Clara had found her assistant.

She was named Hilary Hickey and she had come in to inquire was there any part-time work. She was a qualified nurse and phle-botomist and she had also worked in hospital administration. She was forty-nine, widowed, with one son. Because of home circumstances she needed to be around the house a bit these days, so she could not commit to full-time work. Before they had finished talking, Clara knew she was perfect for the job. But she must curb her automatic response, which was to jump in with both feet before asking any practical questions.

“Are the home circumstances connected with your son?” she asked.

“No, my mother. She’s elderly and she lives with us. She needs an eye kept on her. Someone to put a head around the door and make sure she’s all right.”

“Sure, sure. How is her health?”

“Sound as a bell. She’ll outlive us all. She gets a bit confused sometimes, but nothing to worry about.”

Hilary was full of energy and could turn her hand to anything. She helped Ania, Clara and Johnny carry in a huge machine that looked like a bacon-slicer, but he assured them it was an arm exerciser. Hilary got on easily with everyone who was there. And she was there when Frank Ennis arrived on his tour of inspection. Clara could not have wished for a better ally. She introduced them.

“Miss Hickey.” He nodded and shook her hand.

“Frank, how are you?” Hilary said cheerfully, and Clara had to put up a hand to hide her smile at the look on Frank’s face. He was so accustomed to being Mr. Ennis and having huge respect.

Frank looked with some mystification as Ania refilled his coffee mug. “And you are …exactly?”

“I am exactly Ania Prasky,” she said.

He glared at her, but it was clear she did not intend to mock his form of speech. It was obviously unfamiliarity with the language. “And are you employed here?”

Clara intervened. “I pay Ania from petty cash. I would prefer to have it on a more regular basis,” she said.

“You pay her as what?”

“As an aide.” Clara didn’t let her glance flicker.

“But there are aides in the wards to help the nurses, not here.”

“We find that there will be a great need for an aide here. Some patients will need wheelchairs, some will need assistance to and from the bus stop, there is a need for coffee, for general cleaning, making the place acceptable and attractive to those who come here. We will need someone to go to and from Mr. Barry’s pharmacy for those unable to make the journey. We constantly need someone to go to and fro to the hospital to collect X-rays and to do general messages. There is work every minute of the day, I assure you.”

“Oh, I’m afraid it will be quite impossible to get the hospital to agree to that,” Frank began.

Clara saw Hilary’s eyes narrow slightly. The fight was on.

“You see, Dr. Casey, you already have Miss … er … Hickey here to help you. We can’t expect to provide a bottomless pit of employees—”

Hilary interrupted. “But, Frank, a persuasive man like yourself would have the hospital eating out of your palm in no time, and you needn’t think that my knees are as young as Ania’s here and that I’d get down and clean the floors, nor would I spend the time when I could be helping to run the place, so I am sure you’ll see to it that Ania stays with us.”

It felt like ten seconds, but Clara knew it could only have been three at the most. Then he spoke. “How much do you pay her?” His voice was more like a bark.

“The minimum wage, but now that she has had a week of on-the-job training I would have thought—”

“Minimum wage!” he snapped and left.

Ania hugged them both and brought out the chocolate biscuits. After all this goodwill Clara was able to face Alan’s text message. He wanted to meet her. He suggested a drink after work, a meal even. She texted him back. He could come to her house, but he must bring no wine. They would talk for an hour, there would be no rows, the girls would not be dragged into it. If he agreed to that, then he could come to the house at seven.

Her mother rang just then to find out if Clara would come around and help her decide between fabrics for curtains. Clara knew that this would be an unsatisfactory endeavor. Her mother relished indecision. Nothing would be agreed, nothing would be chosen.

“I can’t, Mother. I have to meet Alan,” she said.

“To get rid of him finally, I hope,” her mother said crisply.

“Perhaps and perhaps not. We’ll see.” Clara was mild.

“We have seen,” her mother snapped. “And we haven’t liked what we saw.”

“Sure, Mother.” Clara hung up wearily.

Hilary looked at Clara, who worked so hard, and hoped that she had planned a good evening out. But when she inquired, she was surprised at Claras reply.

“My tiresome ex-husband is coming around to the house to ask, yet again, for a divorce,” Clara said simply.

“I’m sure you’ll say yes and get rid of him,” Hilary said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“Why should I make things easy for him?” Clara wondered.

“Because hanging on to him only makes things worse for you. I must rush. Lord knows what my poor mother will have got up to.” And she was gone.

Clara’s friend Dervla phoned as she was driving home. “He’s coming round again this evening,” Clara explained.

Dervla had never liked Alan, but she was usually reticent. Not this time. She spared no feelings when she heard the news.

“I have been hearing that he’s coming round or that he hasn’t come around for twenty-five years. Clara, give him the bloody divorce. Get closure on the thing, for heaven’s sake.”

“Thanks, Dervla.” Clara laughed.

“Have you thought he might be tiring of the new broad and wants to come back to you?”

“No. I’m too old and hatchet-faced.”

“Would you have him if he did want that?”

“That’s like talking about white blackbirds,” Clara said. She wasn’t going to go down that road.

At home Clara was relieved to find the house empty. It would make things easier. She had a shower and washed her hair. She had just dried it and put on a fresh pink shirt when she heard him ring at the door. She offered him coffee and poured it out for him. Black, as he always took it.

“Just a chat, Clara, like old times,” he pleaded.

“Not like old times. Old times were mainly a screaming match, if you remember.”

“Well, the very old times, then.” He had a nice smile. She would have to agree to that. He held his head on one side as if he were convincing you to see things his way, which of course she had done for years.

“What did we talk about in the very old days?”

“Work, the children, each other.” He found the answers easily.

“Well, work is the safest. How’s yours?”

“It’s all right. It’s tiring, of course. Banking has changed. There’s just so much more pressure these days. And yours?” He really did sound as if he wanted to know.

She told him about the Polish girl, Ania, and the new assistant, Hilary Hickey About the two cheerful nurses, the physiotherapist, Lavender, the dietitian, and Tim, the security man. She even told him about the dreaded administrator Frank and Peter Barry the pharmacist. And yes, he did seem interested.

Suppose he hadn’t met this terrible girl Cinta. Could they possibly have had a normal sort of life together? She tried to get the thought out of her head. It wasn’t going to happen. And anyway, there had been others before Cinta and there would be more after her.

He asked her questions about the people she described. Questions that showed he was paying attention. She remembered that about him. It had been easy to discuss her work with him. Alan was a good listener. She had missed him when she had to go it alone through the humiliation of being passed over for the job. She refilled his coffee cup.

“You might meet someone in this new job,” he said softly.

“I must have met a hundred people this week.” She sighed.

“No, I meant meet someone. You know, I meant get together with someone.” He was smiling enthusiastically. Wishing her well in the great big frightening world of relationships. She looked at him in amazement. Sometimes he could be impossibly insensitive and thick.

“I don’t think we should spend any time wandering around that remote possibility. It’s nice of you to wish me well, but actually I find it unbearably patronizing.”

“Patronizing? Me to you? You have to be joking! Clara, you’ve always been the brainy one. You know that.”

“Leave it, Alan. Next thing, you’ll be saying you married me for my fine mind!”

“I did in many ways, but also because you were and are one of the loveliest women in the world.” He leaned over and stroked her cheek. The sheer unexpectedness of it made her flinch.

“Alan, please.”

“Now don’t tell me that you don’t feel something for me. You’re just lovely, Clara. Your hair is so fresh and shiny. You smell like a flower. Come here to me. Let me hold you.”

Because she was so startled, Clara didn’t fight him off as quickly as she might have, and there he was, holding her face in his hands and kissing her before she could escape his grasp.

“Are you mad?” she gasped. “It’s been five years.”

“Since you threw me out, but I never wanted to go. I never went in my heart.”

“Are you telling me that Cinta has thrown you out too?” She was looking at him in disbelief.

“Not at all, but she has nothing to do with this. With us.”

“There is no us, Alan. Get off me.” She struggled, but he held her all the more firmly.

“This reminds me very much of the old days, Clara,” he said into her ear.

She finally got away from him and ran across the kitchen, putting a chair between them.

“What do you mean nothing to do with Cinta? You live with her. She’s having your baby, for God’s sake. You’re here to ask me again for a divorce so that you can marry her.” Her eyes were blazing with rage. “What are you up to?”

“I’m trying to get you to relax. You’re so tense and strung out. Why can’t you unwind and let me make you happy like I used to? For old times’ sake.”

He smiled at her, handsome Alan, who was always used to getting his own way. He hadn’t changed. Alan, who was already as faithless to Cinta as he had been to her. Suddenly, like a focus in binoculars, everything became clear. This was a man worth spending not one more minute thinking about, second-guessing or trying to understand.

“Right,” Clara said briskly. “It worked. You can go home and tell little Cinta that she has the divorce and the prize of you as a husband. And that you did it as you usually do, by suggesting that you screw me.”

“That’s not the way I’d actually describe it,” he began to bluster.

“That’s the only way it can be described and will be described.”

“You’re not going to say anything to the girls.” He was frightened.

“Adi and Linda will be only slightly more embarrassed by the news than they already are by you having a child with a girl who is the same age as they are.”

“Please, Clara …”

“Go, Alan. Go now.”

“You’re just locking yourself away. You’re still a fine-looking woman …”

“Go while you are still able to walk.”

Clara made a gesture with the chair as if she were going to use it as a weapon. He backed out the door and was gone. She didn’t feel outraged or insulted. She didn’t even feel patronized anymore. She felt empty and foolish and ashamed that she had spent any small moment holding on to this worthless man for whatever reason.

Tomorrow she would start the divorce process.

What her mother, her daughters, her good friend Dervla and her new assistant, Hilary, had not been able to make her do, Alan had done himself. By his clumsy attempt to make love to her, by his casual assumption that she would welcome it, he had actually achieved what he wanted—a divorce. Or maybe didn’t want. But she would never know or care. She had more important things to think about. And for the first time since she had embarked on this new job, Clara felt it was in fact the most important part of her life.

She would put Alan totally out of her mind and think instead about what lay ahead tomorrow. She would be meeting the new doctor and welcoming him to the clinic. He seemed a very nice young man—good CV, red hair, a calm manner—everything, in fact, that you need for heart patients. His name was Declan Carroll, and Clara had a feeling that he was going to be very good.
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