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For my parents


The Winter Garden


And the trees were so glad to have the children back again that they had covered themselves with blossoms, and were waving their arms gently above the children’s heads. The birds were flying about and twittering with delight, and the flowers were looking up through the green grass and laughing.
Oscar Wilde, ‘The Selfish Giant’

I’ve been here before in my dreams. This magical place, where the tunnels of roses go on and on. Every hue imaginable. Every scent known to humankind.

Reds. Deep and dark. Familiar to me as my own blood. I bow my head and steal the scent, bury my nose in the folds. I’m taken aback as my senses flood – the confectionery aroma, the cola cubes of my youth, crammed with sugar and nostalgia.

I move to the yellows. I cup one in my hands and the colours swirl and unfurl, capture and enrapture. Good enough to eat so I do, one petal at a time, the nectar of the gods.

Then I’m immersed in the pinks, the petals smooth and satiny. When I crowd into them the scent is less heady but sweeter, more innocent; it stays with me longer. I brush the petals with my fingertips. It’s like touching the cheeks of a thousand babies. A bittersweet happiness wells up in me and I can’t stop touching them.

The delicate, delectable whites, more subtle in fragrance but no less lovely. My beautiful flowery girls, which I can’t quite reach because my vision is fading and blurring, crumbling as reality dawns. Real life blots out everything. I wake newly bereft.
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It was a sunny Saturday morning of freedom. The sky shone ice blue. Liam skipped alongside Aoife, his entire body grinning up at her. She looked down at her son, crimson scarf wrapped several times around his scrawny little neck, and couldn’t help but smile. It was that kind of day and Liam was that kind of boy. His childish antennae seemed to be tuning in to her new-found sense of optimism. It was good, this feeling. The first time she’d noticed it in she didn’t know how long, certainly since moving to Dublin.

The upheaval had been tougher than she had anticipated or would ever admit. She put on the bright smile – the happy voice – when she spoke to her mother on the phone. But there were times when the isolation threatened to overwhelm her. It was as if she was looking at the world from behind glass.

Her neighbours seemed impossible to get to know. She barely saw them, barricaded as they all were behind their front doors. Maybe it was just the wrong time of year – late October – dark evenings, autumn electricity in the air.

But there was something different about today.

Today felt like hope.

‘Here we are.’ She stopped and dragged Liam to a halt beside her.

‘This isn’t the sweetshop.’

‘It’s a different type of sweetshop. A very special one.’

This pacified him and he allowed himself to be led into the shady interior. The lady behind the counter gave Aoife a nod of recognition and her heart rose even higher.

The shop was like something you might expect to find in the old town of Barcelona. The type of store you might stumble across by accident, having become lost down a series of narrow, winding streets. You may have missed it if you hadn’t had to leap out of the path of a manic young Catalan on his moped. And what you would have missed. It certainly wasn’t the type of place Aoife would have expected to find in the outskirts of the city centre. But each day she was discovering anew how much Dublin had changed since her childhood visits. How much of the heart had been ripped out of the city. Georgian buildings knocked down to make way for fast-food outlets and coffee-shop chains. Faceless plate glass where graceful archways and doorways had once stood.

Progress.

This, at least, was a positive change.

It was a treasure trove of goodies. They had gourmet sausages, artisan biscuits, organic salmon, farmyard cheeses, handcrafted chocolates, homemade preserves and luxury shortbread. Her mother would love an Irish porter cake. With some Irish breakfast tea in a presentation caddy. She herself wouldn’t mind the strawberries in Belgian chocolate. She could feel her mouth starting to water.

And then there were the sweets. Jar upon jar and row upon row of nostalgia: gobstoppers, bonbons, apple sours, liquorice laces, chocolate mice, iced caramels, bullseyes, aniseed balls, flying saucers, pear drops, striped humbugs, butter humbugs, clove rocks… Only the candy cigarettes were missing. Presumably now illegal.

Liam’s mouth was agape. ‘Can I have whatever I like?’

‘Tell me what you’d like first. You can have five things.’

‘Only five! I want –’

‘Do you want the sweets or not?’

‘Yes, I do.’ Liam clung to the back of Aoife’s leg and twisted himself from one foot to the other. ‘Those ones.’ He pointed decisively at the chocolate mice.

‘Just them? Nothing else?’

He nodded vigorously and held up his hand, fingers outstretched. ‘Five.’

‘Five what?’

‘Five mouses.’

‘Five mouses what?’

‘Please.’

One other customer stood between them and the counter, an older woman, perhaps seventy. Aoife couldn’t help noticing how well groomed she was. Such elegance. Such co-ordination. She looked down at her own navy fleece and jeans and felt ashamed. The woman was buying Earl Grey tea and fancy biscuits. How fitting. She examined the other’s face in profile. Her skin was like rice paper but her jawline barely sagged. ‘Well preserved’ was how Aoife’s father would have described her.

The woman completed her purchase and left the shop, whereupon the lady behind the counter turned her attention to Aoife. The look she gave her was mischievous. Like a kid with a secret. She leaned forward ever so slightly. ‘You’d never guess she murdered her own husband.’

‘Pardon?’ Perhaps she’d misheard.

The woman inclined her head towards the door. ‘Mrs Prendergast. You’d never guess.’

‘You mean that old woman who was just in here?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘You mean she was convicted and everything?’

‘Well, no.’ Here the story floundered. ‘They never found the body. If you don’t have a body you can’t have a trial, apparently. But everyone around here knows she did it.’

‘How do they know?’

‘Well. There’s that garden of hers for a start. Hasn’t been touched since the day he disappeared forty years ago.’

Aoife laughed. ‘I’d hardly call that proof.’

The other woman’s face closed and Aoife regretted her words. She’d been enjoying the impromptu conversation.

‘What can I get you?’ The woman was suddenly businesslike.

‘I’ll have five chocolate mice, please. And two flying saucers for old times’ sake.’

That night, Liam couldn’t sleep, so she let him into her bed. She knew she shouldn’t and that it was setting a bad precedent, but a large part of her didn’t care. The part that was empty and lonely and homeless. She needed the closeness as much as he did.

Although there was an entire double bed in which to expand, his sleeping body invariably gravitated towards hers. She was lying on her back, staring into the dark, when – ‘Mummy.’

She’d thought he was asleep. ‘Yes, Liam.’

‘If Daddy was still here, would I be allowed into your bed?’

‘Of course you would. Don’t you remember coming into bed with me and Daddy when you had a bad dream or when you were sick?’

‘No.’

‘Well, you did. All the time.’

‘Oh.’

They were quiet for a while.

‘Night-night, Mummy.’

‘Night-night, Liam.’

A few breaths later he was asleep, his knees sticking into her lower back. As if he were trying to burrow back into her womb.
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Monday morning, and a nine o’clock lecture. Not a good combination. As Aoife watched her students stroll casually into the lecture theatre at ten past the hour, yawning and scratching, she had to stifle the urge to yell. There was no point in starting without them and lecturing to an empty theatre. Having said that, when they arrived, they just sat there like a pack of zombies anyhow.

Irish people were late for everything, she knew that. It still infuriated her. Maybe she was just too English.

At last. A reasonable complement had arrived so she could start. She cleared her throat, hoping they’d shut up straight away. ‘Right. Today, people, we’re going to continue our discussion on the Romantic poets.’ She sensed some of them zoning out already. ‘John Keats. I’m sure many of you are familiar with his Odes.’

If they were, they were keeping it to themselves.

‘“Ode to a Nightingale” and “Ode to a Grecian Urn” are the most famous, of course, but right now we’re going to focus on “Ode to Psyche”.’

They looked positively thrilled at the prospect.

‘Can anyone tell me about the legend of Cupid and Psyche?’ She gazed out at the sea of young faces. Some were studying the blank pages of their notebooks, lest she suddenly spring on them. Others, with whom her words had barely registered, stared blankly into space, their faces grey from too much alcohol and not enough sleep. ‘Anyone?’

No one. She sighed.

‘Venus, the goddess of love, becomes insanely jealous of this mortal woman called Psyche, who’s rumoured to be better-looking than she is. So she asks her son, Cupid, to shoot Psyche with one of his golden arrows and cause her to fall in love with the vilest creature on earth. The trouble is, as soon as Cupid sets eyes on Psyche, he falls in love with her himself. So, he abducts her and keeps her imprisoned in his walled garden. Not that she minds all that much, seeing as how he’s the best-looking winged man in mythology.’

This got a few appreciative smiles from some of the girls.

‘The image of the walled garden is interesting, because right throughout the Victorian era – an era in which the legend of Cupid and Psyche was rehashed many times – it was used as a symbol of female sexuality.’

Some of the boys seemed amused – or was it bemused? – as she related this fact. As if she were far too old to be concerning herself with such matters. She supposed that, technically, she was old enough to be their mother – if she had given birth in her teens. Which was hard to wrap her head around, given that Liam was hardly more than a baby still.

A new sound was emanating from the back of the theatre, unmistakable in its rise and fall.

Someone had started to snore.
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They were on another of their weekend expeditions, getting to know their new neighbourhood, when Aoife saw something she hadn’t witnessed in all her time living in London.

‘Mummy, what’s that man doing to that lady?’

‘Oh, Jesus Christ. Hey!’ she yelled at the height of her voice, and started to run.

A woman was being dragged along the pavement by a younger man. More accurately, he was attempting to relieve her of her handbag and she was hanging on for dear life. The man, clearly startled by Aoife’s intervention, let go of the bag and sprinted in the opposite direction. She reached the woman and crouched beside her. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Do I look all right?’ She pulled herself up into a sitting position.

Aoife was as surprised by her response as she was by her upper-class English accent. And even more surprised to discover that she was the woman she’d seen the previous week in the Good Food Store. Mrs Prendergast, wasn’t it? She held out her hand. The older woman ignored it and struggled to her feet, unaided but shaken.

‘I’ll take you home. Where do you live?’

‘There’s absolutely no need.’

‘I insist.’ Aoife took hold of Mrs Prendergast’s elbow, but the latter gave her a look of such ferocity that she withdrew her hand immediately. No wonder her neighbours thought her capable of murder.

‘I’m quite able to walk, thank you very much.’

‘Okay. I’ll ring the police, then.’ Aoife reached for her mobile.

‘You will not. I have no desire for a plethora of PC Plods to be trampling all over my carpets. I’ve got my bag and all my belongings. I just want to put the whole unpleasant business behind me. So, if you don’t mind…’

‘Actually, I do. I’m walking you home and that’s the end of it.’

Aoife held her own as Mrs Prendergast attempted to stare her down, her eyes unnaturally bright. Eventually, she snorted and began to cross the street. Aoife followed a few paces behind, hand in hand with a wide-eyed Liam.

‘Where are we going, Mummy?’

‘We’re walking this lady home.’

‘Why?’

‘To make sure she gets there safely.’

‘Where does she live?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Will there be any little boys there?’

‘I don’t know, Liam. I shouldn’t think so.’

‘But why –’

‘Here. Have a sweetie.’

Mrs Prendergast had turned into the driveway of an elegant old red-brick. A corner house.

Aoife hoisted Liam up the steps to the plum-coloured front door and stood behind the tall, slim, almost ramrod-straight figure. She imagined her collapsing the moment she was alone.

Mrs Prendergast stood inside the hall now, facing her. ‘As you can see, I’m home in one piece.’ She swallowed. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome. Would you like me to call a doctor for you?’

‘No, I would not. Now, goodbye.’

The door was already closing when Liam started to run on the spot. ‘Pee-pee, Mummy. I need to do a pee-pee.’

Oh, crap. She looked at Mrs Prendergast. ‘I don’t suppose…’

Mrs Prendergast rolled her eyes theatrically and opened the door just wide enough for Liam to dart through.

She wasn’t seriously going to leave Aoife standing there? Ungracious old cow.

‘I strongly suggest you let me in too, unless you want piss all over your floor.’

Mrs Prendergast glared at her, then flung the door wide open.

‘Thank you. Where…?’

‘Up the stairs and on your left.’ Her voice was like fine bone china.

As Aoife ran up the stairs, two at a time, dragging Liam in her wake, she felt a pang of guilt. This poor lady had just been mugged and here she was being mean to her. But, by God, she was so antagonistic.

The interior of the house was beautiful, from the graceful curve of the mahogany banister to the jewelled patterns that the stained glass threw on the burnished wooden floor. Safely inside the bathroom, Aoife stared absently at the pure white blind as Liam tinkled into the toilet. She inched it away from the window and found, to her surprise, that she was looking down at the remnants of a walled garden, paths, now overgrown, around the edges and dissecting the centre in a criss-cross pattern, stunted old apple trees choking with ivy and a tumbledown archway. Aoife imagined it as it might have been in its heyday, swathed in rambling roses. Soft pink, she thought. And the body of Mr Prendergast reclining in his shallow grave…

‘Mummy, I can’t reach the towel.’

She handed it to him and replaced it when he’d finished, trying but failing to leave it exactly as they’d found it.

Mrs Prendergast was waiting for them by the front door. Quite pointedly, it had to be said. Aoife would have loved a good nose around. A door leading off the hallway stood ajar, offering a tantalizing view of a room crammed with antiques. But Mrs Prendergast wasn’t offering any guided tours: instead, she was holding the door open, nice and wide.

‘Thank you very much, Mrs Prendergast. We’re sorry for troubling you. What do you say, Liam?’

‘You’ve got a cut on your knee.’ Liam looked up at Mrs Prendergast from his knee-high vantage-point. ‘You should get your mummy to put a plaster on it.’

‘Thank you, I will. Now if you don’t mind…’

‘Yes, of course. ’Bye now.’

The door had shut behind them before they’d even reached the top step.

They set off for home, but Aoife couldn’t resist taking a closer look at the garden. Oblivious to Liam’s complaints, she skirted the perimeter of the wall, which was almost a perfect square and enclosed about an acre of ground. Then she came across a wrought-iron gate, tall and forbidding, black paint flaking off in lumps. It was locked tight, of course. The padlock looked as if it had been designed to keep out a marauding army, the heavy chain wrapped around itself many times.

Regardless of passers-by, Aoife pressed her right cheek to the cold metal and swivelled her eyes as far left as they would go. She thought how comical she must look to anyone on the other side. But there was nobody on the other side. Nothing much, in fact, except dense undergrowth. And the wall, of course, which was an attractive reddish-brown, much of it scrambled with dark-green ivy. The two colours complemented one another strikingly well. As she peered inside, she was just able to detect a pattern in the planting, only discernible because the garden lay sleeping in its winter sparseness.

There were two lines of unruly shrubs, which met in the middle at a stagnant pond. At least, she presumed there was water, but so much duckweed grew on the surface that it looked solid green.

There was something magical – romantic – about the concept of a walled garden. Aoife had always loved them. But she hadn’t expected to find one so close to her new Dublin home. Still intact, if a little ragged around the edges. Buried treasure. She felt as if she was the first person ever to see the garden. As in really see it. Or, at least, the first person in a very long time.

She went home. But the garden stayed with her.

Myrtle turned the key and the padlock fell into her hand. The gate, newly installed, opened in one easy, fluid motion. Delight surged through her as she entered the garden. Everywhere there was growth, tangled and haphazard. Where one woman might have seen disorder and chaos, she saw only possibility. She smiled and twirled and was at home.
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It was a week later to the day, almost to the hour.

Mrs Prendergast’s front garden was mainly gravel, bordered by a few well-spaced, orderly, low-maintenance shrubs. The appearance of the front of the house bore no relation to the wilderness at the back. A grand flight of sombre stone steps led up to the front door, which was imposing and swirled with stained glass.

Aoife was standing in front of it. Somehow her feet had led her to the top step where she stood, regarding the tarnished brass knocker. No bell. What had brought her to this point? This wasn’t usual behaviour for her. Maybe it was because she was starting a new life. Possibilities had awoken within her.

‘Can I knock, Mummy?’

She lifted Liam up and he rapped the brass against the wood. Nothing happened. After an appropriate interval, she told him to knock again.

Still nothing.

‘Shall I try again, Mummy?’

‘No. She can’t be in. Let’s go.’

Feeling foolish, she descended the steps, then crossed the gravel briskly, anxious now to get out of there and put the folly behind her, convinced that Mrs Prendergast was peering out of an upstairs window, mocking her.

But behind her the front door opened. Liam heard it too. ‘Look, Mummy, she’s in!’

Mrs Prendergast was gazing down at them, her demeanour more forbidding, even, than Aoife remembered. She was regretting this already. But she went back up the steps until she was standing, once again, at the entrance to the house. Mrs Prendergast raised an eyebrow quizzically. ‘In need of my facilities again?’

Aoife smiled nervously. ‘We came to see how you were.’

‘Couldn’t be better.’

An awkward silence ensued.

‘Was that it?’

‘Look, Mummy, a doggy.’

A wet muzzle pushed past Mrs Prendergast’s legs, followed by a canine face, as friendly as its owner’s was not. A rotund body, a frenetic tail. The pong of elderly female dog. A golden retriever. She smiled open-mouthedly at Liam, as at a long-lost friend, her breath coming in hot, pungent waves.

‘What’s its name?’ Liam asked.

‘Harriet.’

‘Is it a boy doggy or a girl doggy?’

‘A girl, of course. Harriet is a girl’s name.’

Aoife looked sternly at Mrs Prendergast. How on earth was a four-year-old boy supposed to know that? But she checked herself. Now was not the time. Instead: ‘Beautiful day, isn’t it?’

‘Hmph.’ That was what it sounded like.

‘Look, Mrs Prendergast, since you’re obviously in no mood for a conversation, I’ll come straight to the point.’

‘So you do want something.’

‘It’s about your garden.’

‘What about it?’ Her bearing was rigid, her expression more guarded.

‘It must be hard for you to manage such a large area by yourself.’

Mrs Prendergast stared at Aoife from beneath hooded lids, as if she were something she might like to squash.

‘What I mean is, it could be so lovely.’

‘What is your point, my dear?’

Aoife guessed that ‘my dear’ was ironic.

So preoccupied were the two women with one another that they didn’t notice Liam and Harriet inching into the hall.

‘I could help you with it.’

‘No, thank you. Harriet!’ Mrs Prendergast looked around for her dog.

‘What I mean is, not just you and me doing a bit of weeding. We’d get a few people together to work on it.’

‘What people?’

‘I don’t know yet. I was thinking I could advertise.’

‘Absolutely not. Harriet!’ Mrs Prendergast craned her neck past Aoife.

‘I think they went that way.’ Aoife indicated indoors. Mrs Prendergast turned and disappeared into a door leading off the hall. Aoife could hear Liam’s high-pitched giggles coming from inside. Should she…? She wasn’t strictly invited – she wasn’t invited at all – but if Mrs Prendergast wanted Liam out, well, Aoife was the woman for the job.

She stepped over the threshold and stood behind Mrs Prendergast at the entrance to the room.

Liam was hunkered on the floor beside Harriet, who was lying on her back, her nose stretched out to the ultimate. He was rubbing her belly while she rotated one of her back legs in the air as if riding half of an invisible bicycle. Aoife glanced at Mrs Prendergast. She didn’t look as stern now. And they said never to work with children or animals.

‘What’s that smell?’ Liam lifted his head and wrinkled his nose.

‘Liam!’ The mortification.

‘Oh, that’ll be Harriet. She farts a lot.’

Liam rolled around on the floor beside the dog, his little-boy laugh full-bodied, infectious. Mrs Prendergast’s lips twitched at one corner. Aoife knew an opportunity when she saw one. ‘I really wish you’d reconsider. It could be wonderful. Imagine the garden restored to its former glory. We could grow fruit, vegetables, herbs…’

‘What is your name?’

‘Pardon? Oh, my God, I’m so sorry. I’m Aoife. Aoife Madigan. And this is Liam.’

‘You’re English.’ For once it wasn’t an accusation.

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘London. As I –’

‘Are you married?’

‘Used to be. Are you?’

‘Used to be. But I expect you know that already.’

Aoife felt herself blush, but Mrs Prendergast didn’t appear to notice.

‘Are you Church of England?’

‘No, Catholic.’

‘Oh. Pity. The Mothers’ Union are always looking for new blood. Like a pack of vampires.’

‘No, sorry.’

Sorry? Why was she apologizing for her religion?

‘And I take it you have lots of gardening experience.’

‘Oh, yes, lots.’ Growing sunflowers in the garden in Upper Norwood when she was nine.

‘Anyway, I’m selling it.’

‘What?’

‘The garden. I’m selling it for development.’

‘You can’t do that.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I mean… I didn’t mean…’

‘I think you’ll find I’m entitled to do whatever I like with my own property.’

‘I know, I know. Of course you are. It just seems such a terrible shame. It could be so beautiful. I’m sure it was once.’ She looked searchingly into Mrs Prendergast’s face but found no response. Not even a flicker.

Aoife sighed. ‘Come on, Liam.’

Liam righted himself. ‘Please can me and my mummy have your garden?’ he asked Mrs Prendergast. ‘I want to grow her some flowers.’

The silence was as embarrassing as it was deafening.

‘Let’s go.’ Aoife scooped up her son before he had a chance to say anything else and headed out of the front door. On the step, she turned to speak but the door was already closed. She felt heartbroken and didn’t know why.
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She tried to put it out of her mind because, really, what was the point?

Then one day, not so very long afterwards, she was in the Good Food Store, rooting around for something that would taste homemade but wasn’t, when she felt a tap on her shoulder. She jumped. She didn’t know enough people to expect a shoulder-tap. ‘Oh. Hello, Mrs Prendergast.’

‘You can have the garden.’

‘What?’

‘I said you can have the garden. Do what you like with it, I don’t care. I’ll still own it, of course.’

‘Of course.’

‘Just let me know when you intend to start.’

‘I will. Thank you.’

The older woman nodded curtly and was gone.

Aoife floated home. It was only when she got back to her kitchen that she discovered she’d forgotten her groceries.

She had no idea why the garden meant so much to her, perhaps because it was a perfect reflection of herself, desolate, laid bare by a long, hard winter and years of neglect, pruned by harsh frosts, icy winds and months of darkness where once all was lush and green with growth and optimism. But still.

Still.

Just below the surface new life was waiting to push out of the darkness and into the light. Just as she had always known it to be, in a place deep inside that she’d forgotten. If she could only help it to grow again – well, it would be as if all things were possible.

So it was in this frame of mind that she set out one blowy morning in mid-December for the Good Food Store, clasping a stiff white piece of paper folded down the middle in one sharp crease. She was relieved to see a different woman behind the counter. Girl, really. She couldn’t have been more than twenty. Slight with shoulder-length dark hair. The kind of girl who absorbed the light rather than reflected it. She seemed miserable for someone who spent her working day surrounded by such glorious produce but Aoife, of all people, shouldn’t judge.

‘Can I put a notice up?’ Aoife gestured towards the board.

The girl took a break from staring into space. ‘Go right ahead.’ She went back to staring.

Aoife would have loved to know what she was looking at. She stole a thumb tack from a poster for Pilates and secured her own notice in as advantageous a position as possible. Then she stood back to read it for the fiftieth time that morning:

Local garden in urgent need of care and attention.
Community effort required.
All those interested, please bring your green fingers along at 8.30 pm next Monday night, 16 December, to…


She supplied her address. She’d even drawn a few flowers in the top right-hand corner. What a plonker. Was she really going through with this? Yes, she was. She turned away before she changed her mind again. On to more mundane matters: dinner. She checked out the minuscule vegetable department. ‘Do you have any green beans?’ She almost felt bad for dragging the girl back to a reality in which she clearly did not want to exist.

‘We can’t get Irish green beans. They all seem to be from Kenya so we don’t stock them any more.’

Aoife nodded and left the shop. She tugged her woollen hat further down around her ears, as if to contain all the thoughts that were colliding inside her head. So they couldn’t get Irish-grown green beans. How interesting. She pulled on her gloves and stifled a small smile. If she didn’t know better she’d think she was happy.
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