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Chapter 1

There was always something about coming home that bothered Christine. She couldn’t decide whether visiting her mother, whom she had a rocky relationship with or returning to a house where her father no longer lived, got to her the most. It was probably a combination of the two. Now that her grandmother had passed away, this trip home felt different; it was different. She wasn’t very close to her grandmother, but her death did have an effect on her. Christine found herself curious about this woman’s life. Who was she? Where did she come from? These past few days in Chicago had really gotten her thinking.


Christine stood in front of the closet, deciding if she should pack now or pack tomorrow. It didn’t matter when she did it; she was always packed days before she left. She began grabbing items from hangers and tossing them on the bed. She strode across the room to her dresser, pulled open each drawer and emptied everything onto the bed. After a week in Chicago, she was ready to go.


“What are you doing?” Irene asked from the doorway, her clear 

blue eyes flashing,

  “Your flight isn’t until Thursday.”


“It doesn’t hurt to get an early start, Irene.”’ Christine looked 

up from her suitcase.


“A three day start is a little absurd.”


Christine sighed, turned, and sat down on the bed. Trips home were always like this. The constant questions about why she never came home, the early packing, her job not being the right one for her; the almost constant confrontation. She couldn’t wait to leave and her mother would make her feel guilty for wanting to get back to Portland.


“Which airport are you leaving from? Midway or O’Hare?” Irene asked.


“I never fly out of Midway. Stop lurking in the doorway, Mom.”


Irene stepped inside Christine’s old bedroom. She stood only five feet one inches and was quite lithe, but Christine was afraid of her at times; her intense stare always did 

it for Christine, and her being five feet seven and thirty pounds heavier didn’t seem to matter. Irene sat beside Christine, turning towards her.


“I don’t know why you do this. The other times don’t bother me, but this time is different. It’s as if you’ve forgotten already. Your grandmother has passed away. Do I need to remind you?” Irene’s voice cracked.


“I’m not leaving yet, just packing. And I haven’t forgotten why I’m here. You’ve got Uncle John, Aunt Liz and Aunt Maureen flew in, and they all brought everybody with them. You have a house full of people.”


“Yes, but you’re my only child, Christine. You could show me some respect and not pack until your departure nears,” Irene stood up, facing Christine, “I raised you 

better.” She turned and left the room, her footsteps echoed on the hardwood stairs.


Christine flopped back on her bed. Her mother always brought up the fact that she was an only child. Christine had always been open to the idea of brothers and sisters. 

She remembered when she was three and asked Irene if she’d have a brother or sister someday. Irene sat her down and sternly told her that she and her father wanted Christine all to themselves. Thirty years later she was all alone and now that her father was gone, trips home were harder to deal with. Christine had never been close to her mother, though she made the effort to get to know her. After she graduated from high school, she moved out west for school.


Six months later Christine was moving into her dorm room in Portland and never looked back until five years after that her father died of cancer. Irene stayed in the house, 

saying that there were lots of good memories and Harry wouldn’t have wanted her to put the house up for sale. She kept busy with her work at school and met with friends frequently.


It had been hard for Christine to step inside St. Patrick’s Church. She hadn’t attended a funeral since her father’s. Churches always gave her a horrible feeling. She became sick to her stomach; her head would ache dully, and she had trouble standing. She always had the feeling of swaying back and forth as if on a boat. Once the incense was brought out, Christine’s symptoms become worse. She had never gotten used to being inside churches; she had only ever attended mass with her mother when she was in Chicago. The idea of going to church was never that appealing to Christine. She had to admit that St. Patrick’s was breath taking. The ornate stained glass windows and Celtic crosses on the doors, always held her attention.


Irene sat beside her crying quietly, shoulders shaking. Christine just stared straight ahead, numb, wondering whom this woman was they were saying goodbye to. She never saw her much. Mary was a private person, but very devoted to her family. Her time was divided up between her four children. John and Irene stayed in Chicago. Liz moved to California, taking her chances and starting a winery. Maureen got married and moved to Boston. She never talked about her past. What it was like growing up in the ‘30s. Christine could occasionally pick up traces of her remaining accent. English or Irish, something from the UK, she couldn’t tell. She did remember that when asking Mary about it, she almost got her head bit off and was told not to go poking in matters that didn’t concern her. A wide smile would then brighten her face as she swept Christine into her arms and tickled her. There were many moments like that; Mary growing silent, ignoring the question all together or she’d snap at you and tell you to mind your own business.


She heard her mother moving about the kitchen. She stood up, glancing at her watch. If she were at home, she’d be at work, behind her desk, most likely making a phone call of some sort. How she longed to be back at work, shutting the door behind her, Christine hurried down the stairs, and turned into the kitchen. Irene’s back was to her; she stood in front of the sink looking out the window, running water filling a saucepan.


“Where is everybody?” Christine asked as she entered the room.


“John is upstairs asleep, Chris is on his way back home, Maureen and company are at the hotel, they have an early flight out tomorrow, and I sent Liz to the store.” Irene shut off the tap and took the pot to the stove.


“Making dinner?”


“Yes, you feel like pasta?”


“Sounds great. What kind?”


“Penne with clam sauce, garlic bread, and a side salad. Hand me the cream please.” Irene turned around to face Christine, “I bet you don’t eat like this in Portland.”


Christine just smiled. She couldn’t bring herself to tell her mother that she rarely cooked. After work she stopped off at the store or she grabbed some take out, usually Thai.


“When is Aunt Liz going back to California?” Christine opened the refrigerator, looking for the cream.


“She leaves on Wednesday, but she’s talking about staying another week.”


“But doesn’t she have to get back to the…?” Christine asked standing beside Irene.


“No, things are running themselves. Everyone isn’t in a rush to get back to work,” Irene said without looking up from the stove.


“I’m sorry I asked.”


“I’m just disappointed, that’s all. I wish you’d stay a little longer. It’s been a year since you were last here. Hand me the garlic please.”


“I don’t think I can take any more time off,” Christine handed over the garlic.


“You have plenty of time to take off. You never travel. I bet you have over a month’s vacation time.” Irene glanced at her daughter.


“I don’t know, Irene. Can we talk about something else? I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I was wondering if we could talk about my grandmother.”


“Really, why?” Irene stopped chopping the garlic, her back to Christine.


“Well, I feel as if I didn’t know her that well. “


“Of course you knew her. She was here all the time when she wasn’t traveling to see your aunts.” Irene continued chopping.


“Yeah, but I don’t know what she was like when she was my age or when she was a child. She never talked about those things.”


“Christine, I don’t know what else to tell you that you don’t already know. She grew up in Ireland, went to England for a while. She left during the war, came out here to Chicago, met your grandfather, got married, and had children. She made a life for herself. She was always the way she was.”


“But why did she leave England? I’m sure she talked about life there and her family. I couldn’t imagine just leaving the U.S. and going to some foreign country and starting a new life.” Christine pressed on.


“Where’s Liz? I just wanted her to get some bread. Christine, I don’t know what else to tell you about her past. I’m curious about it too. We all are. I’ve been thinking about this for days now. Do you want your clams in their shells or not?”


Shaking her head, Christine replied, “In the shell is fine, Irene. What did you mean you’ve been thinking about this for days now?”


“Nothing, dear. Don’t worry about.”


“You want any more help?”


“No, I just need the bread. The clams are in the sauce and the salad is one of those bagged ones. I’m too tired to actually chop one. I’m sure you want to get back upstairs and finish packing.” Irene said, placing a lid over the sauce.


“I guess I’ll lie down until dinner. I’ll be upstairs.” Christine left the kitchen. On her way upstairs she could hear Liz’s rental car pull up in the driveway. She could go back down and bombard her with questions about her grandmother, but she would just tell her the same things that Irene had. Out of all four children, Liz was taking their mother’s death the hardest. She cried the loudest and the longest at the church and the cemetery, drawing a few stares from people. Back at the house she barely spoke to anyone, keeping to herself in her room or sitting in the corner. Christine was surprised that Liz had even left the house at all. She stopped on the top step and listened.


“I have your bread, Irene.” Liz’s soft voice came wafting up the steps.


“Finally. What took you so long?”


Christine continued up the stairs. She sounded ok, like her usual self. Her voice wasn’t cracking. She passed Uncle John’s room, first door on the left. She heard the faint sounds of a sitcom laugh track coming from the TV through the door. Christine thought about asking her uncle, but changed her mind. Uncle John was known to tell tall tales about almost anything. She couldn’t remember the last time he gave her a truthful answer.


Once inside her room, Christine stood in front of her bed, staring at her suitcase. She folded the last of her clothes, zipped it shut, and placed it on the floor. She pulled back the covers of her bed as she climbed in, fully dressed. As soon as her head hit the pillow she was asleep. She didn’t dream.

When Christine walked into the kitchen in the morning her mother was staring out the window again, this time totally motionless. She had been washing some dishes, her hands floating in a tub of suds, yellow rubber gloves up to her elbows. Christine walked over to a cupboard and retrieved a glass without looking; the layout of the kitchen hadn’t changed since the Reagan administration, and her mother liked it that way. Her mother hadn’t moved since Christine had entered the room. 


“Hey”, Christine said, turning her head. Irene looked away from the window and stared at her daughter, her mouth partially open like she was caught halfway through a thought. After a moment her jaw seemed to find some strength.


“Oh, hi honey, I’m …just doing some dishes.” Returning to the task at hand Irene picked up a sponge and a dirty plate.


“I can see that.” Christine filled the glass with water from the refrigerator. She pushed a lock of black hair back behind her ear. Her mother scrubbed some pasta from the dish in her hand and let it slip from her hand and sink into the water. Pausing, a bemused look upon her face, Irene turned to face Christine and spoke.

“Did you know your grandmother wrote poetry?” 

“Yeah…why?” Her eyebrow raised; it was common knowledge to everyone in the family that Mary was a fledgling poet.

“Well, I was looking through some of her old stuff, putting away some of her old notebooks and I found some of her photographs. You know your grandmother; she never really talked about the past. Anyway, I was looking through some old boxes and all her photos are of her in Chicago. She didn’t keep anything from her childhood.” As she said this Irene pulled a rubber glove from her hand and draped it over some drying dishes.

“Yeah, that’s kind of strange.” Christine took a sip of water, looking out the kitchen window. It was normal for her to not really pay attention. She had learned long ago that sometimes her mother could ramble on for days and really only say a few things. Her mother continued unfazed by Christine’s indifference.

“Don’t you think it’s funny that she just came out of nowhere? I mean Mom was really tight lipped about it all, but she never once mentioned her family in England. She never went back to visit. She just took off, and now we don’t know anything about her before she moved to Chicago.” The gloves off now, Irene lifted the bottle of lotion from the counter and applied a thin coating to her waterlogged hands. 

“You could go back.” 

Irene turned towards her daughter; Christine was sitting at the table, an absentminded look on her face. 

“What?”

“You could go back to England, search out your roots.”

“Oh dear, I couldn’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“I have a school to run. The assistant dean can’t just run off in the middle of the school year.”

“Well, it was just an idea.”

“Maybe you should go.”

“What? Irene, I can’t. I have a job too.”

“No, no. You should go.” Her voice was hardening, Christine could almost see the gears turning in her mother’s head.


“Mom, why is this so important?”

“I’m just saying I think you should look into your grandmother’s life.”


“Why?”

“You said it yourself, you don’t know why you came back, and you really didn’t know the woman.” Her tone was mocking. Christine could tell that her mother was getting worked up, Irene always got confrontational when she came home.


“Irene…”


“And why can’t you call me Mom?” Irene’s eyes were flashing now, her cheeks red with anger.  “Ever since high school you haven’t called me Mom. Why, like any other child, can’t you call me Mom?” Christine shook her head and put the glass of water down on the table.


“Fine, Mom. You feel better?” Christine felt like she was back in high school.


“Yes, I do” Irene’s face began to flush; the small squabble with her daughter had only got her started. “And you know what? You’re the first one in this family that has the means to go. You have the time, you can take time off from that job, you’ve been working there for three years without a vacation, you have the time. Just go, and find out… you never really took an interest in the family. Your grandmother just died and all you can say is ‘Oh, I don’t know?’. She’s not coming back.” 

“Okay! Okay!” Christine interrupted before her mother upset the house. They were both on their feet now. “I’ll talk to Brian, and see if I can get some time off…” 

“Thank you.” It was more of a command than an expression of gratitude.

Christine opened the sliding glass door and went outside. Irene was so difficult sometimes. She knew it was because Irene had just lost her own mother that she was being so hysterical. It was true what her mother had said, she had never really liked being around the family; Christine had left Chicago as soon as she could’ve. In fact being a minor was the only reason that she had stayed in Illinois through high school. After Christine’s eighteenth birthday she started to look for a way out, so when the college applications began to pile up in the mailbox she found her ticket.

University of Idaho, Portland State, UC Santa Cruz, Oregon State University. All were as far from Chicago as Christine could find. Irene had been infuriated with Christine when she broke the news that she wouldn’t be attending college in Chicago.


“You’re what?” Irene had shouted, her fork clattering to her plate.


 Shrinking further into her chair, Christine had whispered. “I applied to the University of Portland and Lewis and Clark College in Oregon. I got accepted to both and I’m going to Portland,” 


“Are you sure you want to be that far away?” her father, Harry, asked.


“No, you’re not. You’re going to Loyola, end of discussion.” Irene’s pale blue eyes bored into Christine.


“No, I’m not, Irene. This is my decision and I’m going to the University of Portland. In Oregon. On the west coast, away from you,” Christine shouted as she pushed her chair away from the table and ran past her parents, out of the room.


“Christine, you get back here now!” Irene shouted up the stairs, “Christine!”


Six months later Christine had moved into her dorm room in Portland. Five years later her father died of cancer. Irene stayed in the house, saying that there were lots of good memories and that Harry wouldn’t have wanted her to put the house up for sale. Irene kept busy with her work at the school and on occasion had a friend over. Christine didn’t visit very often, partly because she had her own life to live and partly because Chicago was no longer a home.

She hadn’t left only on because of her family though; school offered Christine a new way of life. The west coast had felt so fresh, so vivid, when she’d first arrived. It wasn’t until she returned to Chicago that Christine realized how much she had changed. Irene had commented many times that her daughter was of a different breed than the rest of the family. Now her mother had even more ammunition to use against her. Christine wondered at the irony of her mother accusing her of being distant; Irene didn’t know her own mother and she lived in the same damn town. For twenty-seven years Irene had lived in same town as her mother and now, after Mary’s death, she was going to send her daughter to fill in the holes in her mother’s history.

Christine didn’t turn the light on when she walked into her apartment. Dropping her suitcase by the front door, she walked to the bathroom, stripped, and stepped into a hot shower. She leaned against the wall of the shower, hot streams running along muscles sore from too long in an airline seat. The trip from Chicago to Portland was seven hours, including the layover in Denver. But it was the five days before the trip that wore her out. 

“So much information is missing in the family bible. Your Grandmother never filled in her parent’s names, birthplaces, information about brothers and sisters. I know she had a brother named Seamus. Other than that, all we really know is that she emigrated from England during the war. I think you need to go to England and find out about the life she led before she came here.”

“Mom, don’t you think if Grandma wanted us to know, we would know and wouldn’t be wondering about all this?”

“She was such a quiet, private person.”

“I remember.” Christine had spent several summers with her Grandmother, starting when she was about ten. The woman kept her hair coal black with a rinse she applied often. She always wore White Shoulders perfume, and bright red lipstick that melted into the creases around her mouth. Mary taught Christine how to drive in a 1955 Studebaker station wagon before she was twelve. They would drive around in the country, eat in small cafes, and poke around antique shops. It was their little secret, and neither one of them ever told her mother.  

“Did you know Grandma taught me how to swear in Irish?” Christine smiled at the disapproving look on her mother’s face. “I learned it was Irish from Mrs. McGinty, who whapped me once when I cut loose at her house. She told me never to say such a thing ever again. You remember Mrs. McGinty, don’t you?  Our neighbor on Washington Avenue, the one with the basset hound.”

“Don’t you want to know about your heritage? Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

“Of course I’d like to know more about my heritage. But this isn’t the right time.  I have a dozen things going on at work. I’m a volunteer for a jazz festival coming up, and …”

Her mother cut her off. “You have been busy since you graduated from high school and went away to college. We’re lucky to see you once a year any more. Grandma lamented not having you stay with her for the summers. She missed you as much as anyone when you left. And besides, maybe there is family in England that should know she is gone.” The last was said choking back tears. 

The discussions which had started the day Christine arrived in Chicago and didn’t end until she agreed to go to England for Mom. Trying to reason with her was like trying to gather up a sack full of feathers in a tornado.

This time, Christine let her mother win. It didn’t happen often anymore, but this time, it seemed so important to her that she agreed to go to England, to find out about Mary.

When Christine woke up at 1:00 in the afternoon, she called her office and cashed in three months of vacation time.

Christine met up with a group of friends at Jimmy Mak’s Bar and Grill for dinner and a little jazz on Saturday night.


“We hear you’re off again, so we thought we’d throw a welcome home/farewell party for you.” She smiled. It was good to have friends around who cared.


“So, why are you going to England, exactly?” Patti asked.


“I’m searching for my heritage,” Christine answered. “My mother thinks there’s some big secret in Grandmother Mary’s past and she is determined to know it.”


“How intriguing. You’re like a private eye or something,” someone said, and they all laughed. 


After dinner, they visited, listened to a new jazz band, and drank till the bar closed at 2:00. Christine was exhausted when she fell into bed that night. She dreamed of her dark-haired grandmother as a young woman in London during the early part of World War II. 

Chapter 2


Christine’s canvas suitcase lay open with clothes neatly tucked inside. She chewed her lower lip while inspecting the sweaters and t-shirts wondering how the weather would be in England during this time of year. Her tolerance for cold was low and the idea of wandering around London during a cold rainstorm was vastly unappealing. She took a deep breath and looked at the ceiling. Studying the tiffany light fixture, she considered possible ways of getting out of this trip. But with the thought of each option came the vision of her mothers’ disappointment.


Her cordless phone was buried among the pillows on her bed. She dug to retrieve it and dialed her mother’s number.


Three rings, then four. Christine hoped the answering machine would pick up.


“Hello?”


“Hi, Mom,” she tried to sound cheerful.


“I was hoping you’d call. I’ve deposited some money in your checking account to help cover the trip.”


“You didn’t need to do that.”


“Of course I did. I don’t want you sleeping on the streets.”


“Mom,” Christine shook her head, eyes closed, “I’m leaving for the airport now. After finding a hotel in London I’ll probably try looking up Michael.”


“Where will you start?”


“I hadn’t really thought that far ahead.” She was watering a sage plant on her windowsill. It wasn’t necessary since Jake had volunteered to do that while she was gone.


“He might be living at the same address on the letter I gave you.”


“I doubt that. But it couldn’t hurt to try.


“I’m sorry there wasn’t more in Mary’s box to help you.”


“The photos will probably be useful. I hope you don’t mind I’ve put on the pendant. I didn’t want to pack it in case my luggage gets lost.”


“Good thinking. When your father and I went to Japan my suitcase went to Sweden. I didn’t get it back until the day we left.”


Christine had heard the story many times. Her mother brought it up any time the conversation turned to travel.


“Which is exactly why I put it on.”


There was a rapid knock at the door.


“I need to go. The taxi’s here. I’ll call you in a couple of days.”


“Alright dear. Have a good flight.”


The layover at JFK lasted less than an hour. She boarded her British Airways flight to London. Her friends had mentioned the airlines reputation for quality, but the warm hand towels handed out after a nap 4 hours into the flight surpassed her expectations. As Christine dabbed her forehead with the steaming terry cloth she noticed her seatmate was reading that weeks copy of the Economist.


“Excuse me,” her throat was dry from sleep, “would you mind loaning me your Economist when you’re done with it?”


“Not at all, I won’t be but another few minutes,” said the elderly woman. She patted Christine’s hand in a motherly gesture.


“Thanks.”


She recognized the inflections in her seatmates’ voice as an English accent. The speech was one Christine had always found attractive, soothing in the rhythm of soft R’s and elongated O’s. Her eyes drifted closed again but sleep wouldn’t come.


“Are you off on holiday in London then?” The old lady was nudging her softly and passing the Economist into Christine’s hands.


“Oh,” she shifted and sat upright, “it’s more of a family project.” She smiled politely, and took the magazine.

Her eyes moved over the page but didn’t focus on the words. This trip was absurd, a whim of her mother’s. Irene might have told her to forget the whole thing if she’d stayed in Chicago a few days longer. On the other hand, something in her mother’s tone had seemed urgent, pleading.


Christine felt certain the cab driver had overcharged her. In the hotel elevator she reminded herself the exchange rate for dollars to pounds was low. Dragging her khaki suitcases down the hall, she found room 413 and went to bed despite the mid-afternoon sun coming through her window.


Several hours later Christine was blinking her surroundings into focus. The hotel room was standard- neutral carpet and particleboard furniture stained to look more expensive. She lay in bed for several minutes wondering where to begin. Irene’s address for Michael was old, but it might not be a bad place to start.

Christine sifted through her luggage and pulled out Mary’s box of keepsakes. The small wooden cigar box smelled dusty and damp. Michael’s letter had yellowed with age, the paper thin and fragile in her hands. She dialed the front desk and when a friendly male voice answered, Christine read the fading numbers to him from the front of Michael’s envelope.


“I’m afraid that neighborhood has become a warehouse district. Many of those homes began falling apart in the 1960’s and were bulldozed.”


“Oh. Well, thank you.” Chewing on her bottom lip for a moment she asked, “I’m trying to look up a relative of mine and have no idea where to start.”


“Are you quite sure they still live here?” The desk clerk inquired with interest.


“Fairly sure.” Christine hadn’t thought about that, but realizing Mary’s family had left that neighborhood was discouraging.


“They’re certain to be in the phone book. As a courtesy to our guests we supply each room with one. You will find it in the top drawer of your night stand.”


“It couldn’t hurt to try. Thanks again.”


“At your service.” He sounded pleased at having thought of a solution to her dilemma.


But it wasn’t much of a solution. Over one hundred McHugh’s were listed in London. Gritting her teeth, she retrieved a pen from the bureau. Scanning the names, there were four or five that simply read M. McHugh. Christine settled on trying those ones first.


With a heavy sigh she put a small check mark next to the first M. McHugh in the phone book.


Christine made 43 phone calls in slightly less than an hour. Some people didn’t answer their phones, others inquired about why she was calling. Only a few were rude and seemed put out at having to answer their phone. Call 44…


“Hello?”


“Hi, could you please tell me if this is the Michael McHugh residence?” She hardly recognized the words, having repeated them so much. It vaguely sounded like a recording.


“Yes, it is.”


Christine dropped her pen, “My name is Christine, I’m Mary McHugh’s granddaughter. She was Michael’s aunt and recently passed away.” She tried to control the excitement in her voice.


“I’m…I’m sorry to hear about the loss of your grandmother, but the Michael McHugh of this household doesn’t have an Aunt Mary, I’m afraid you must have the wrong number.”


She closed her eyes and apologized, then returned the phone to the receiver.

“Damnit,” she whispered.


Her frustration was threatening to peak. Taking a deep breath, she walked to the bathroom sink and ran cold water into her hands.


Christine returned to the phonebook and decided to look up nearby restaurants. She was hungry. After a good meal the calls might not be so exhausting. Chinese food sounded appealing.


Looking at the large bold advertisements for cafes and easily recognizable chains such as McDonalds, her skimming slowed. Then she idly flipped from the R’s to the M’s. It hadn’t occurred to her until now to check the business listings for a McHugh. There was only one, McHugh’s Queen’s Park Books.


Picking up the phone, she dialed, cringing at the thought of what these calls were costing.


“McHugh’s Queen’s Park Books, may I help you?” A young woman answered the phone.


“Yes, hello. I’m looking for a Michael McHugh.”


“Michael won’t be in until tomorrow at noon. I’d be happy to take a message though.”


“No, thanks. I was hoping you might help me though. Is Mr. McHugh an older gentleman, possibly in his sixties?”

“I really don’t know how old he is. I’d guess Michael is about sixty-five. Why?”

“I’m looking for a relative of mine.”

“And you think it might be Michael?”

“Well there are a lot of McHugh’s in the phone book. Right now I’m trying them all.”

“Er, well, good luck with that.”

“Thanks.” She hung up and circled the address of the bookstore, deciding to go there tomorrow. The odds were against this Michael McHugh being her relative but it would give her a chance to go out and see some of London. Christine was beginning to feel eager to explore.

*
*
*

The first time Moiré saw the Willesden High Road she knew that all of her suspicions were true. Seamus had met her at the tube station by himself, wearing a tweed suit and a Dover cap. She heard his voice from across the platform and hurried over to meet him. As he led her up from the station into the rain she asked if he wasn’t worried by his accent. 

“Half of Willesden’s Irish these days,” he said. “We’re nought but a drop in the bucket.”

“I intend to be more than that.”

“Of course. But we all start somewhere, and for an Irish girl in London, Willesden’s not bad.” They stopped as they reached street level and Seamus rested on his cane, breathing heavily. “Why are you looking at me that way?”

“I just hadn’t imagined you’d be dressed so,” she said.

He ran a hand down the front of his jacket. “Do you like it?”

She didn’t answer, however, because now she was looking at the heart of England for the first time. After watching the coast from the deck of a ship, the Cardiff Harbour quays crawling with indistinguishable Irishmen and Englishmen, and the green Welsh countryside sliding past a bus window, here finally was the view she had come for. There was nothing remarkable about what she saw, and that suited her well. Rows of buildings along the High Road, people, though not many, and that suited her also. It was better if London remained an empty facade, a community of positions and facts, data that would lend itself to stenography. Seamus hailed a taxi, saying it would be one of the last of the day, and gave the driver an address. They passed the short ride in silence because Moiré couldn’t fathom what would be appropriate to say. Her first notion of England was that it would be an easy country to betray, and her second thought was shock at how easily she permitted herself to use that word. It was beginning to get dark when they arrived at the house, a two-storey, terraced brick affair that Seamus pointed out to the driver. They came to a stop on an empty street.

No lights shone anywhere, and for a moment Moiré was impressed. Every house was blinded, no one loitered about smoking a cigarette, the taxi driver crept away carefully with his headlights off, indeed in a vast city there was not a soul who dared violate the blackout. And that was her purpose; it was information that would defeat the British. Surely Berlin was as dark and silent as the Willesden Green, and so it remained to be seen which would be illuminated. 

She had not seen Seamus for seven months, since he and the children had made a trip to Wicklow, a trip only Michael had made before. Once inside, the rest of his family presented themselves for her inspection. Jane and the three girls, Molly, Sarah, and Anne, and the son Michael, all four named after aunts and uncles. Seamus never had much imagination. But no, Moiré thought, that wasn’t it. If pressed for a reason that he didn’t search further to name his children he’d simply say, “And why shouldn’t he be called after his Uncle Michael?” Or, “What’s Molly done that she doesn’t deserve to have a child named for her?” Seamus felt that people deserved to be remembered, even those whose lives had been unremarkable, perhaps especially those. If you leave this world and that becomes your most famous act, then it stood to reason in Seamus’ mind that you had lived a humble and moral life, free of scandal and steeped in honest labor.

“Hello, Aunt Mary,” they sang, more or less in unison.

“I see you’ve had them training,” she said to Jane, who had ushered the children into the foyer of the house. “They can’t possibly remember me.”

“Not the girls,” Seamus said. “I believe Michael does remember though.”

“They’re lovely, Seamus.”

“They can thank their mother for that.”

“Nonsense, Molly and Sarah have your eyes, and I can tell that Michael will grow up to be just like you.”

Seamus rapped his cane against the wall. “Let’s not condemn the boy too early. If they’ve got anything, it’s my Irish luck that they take after Jane.”

No one spoke for a few moments, and then Jane said, “Michael, why don’t you show your aunt to her room.”

Moiré lifted her bag and followed him up the stairs and he led her past the open door of a tiny W.C. and then a smaller bedroom with two beds jammed side by side and one mattress on the floor. Michael led her to a room at the end of the hallway that had the distinct impression of being recently vacated. There was a small, iron-framed bed in one corner, a bureau against the wall, and a mirror hanging near the door. She ran a hand through Michael’s hair and asked him if he truly remembered her. 

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, miss.”

“That’s alright, darling. Go on, now.”

She heard Michael’s bare feet thump down the stairs and slipped out into the hallway after him. She made her way to the first floor and entered Seamus and Jane’s bedroom. The bed was neatly made, but the tops of the dressers were swathed with rumpled clothes, Seamus’ mostly, and the walls of the room were decorated only with a few copied paintings, a pair of Girtin’s landscapes and a Gainsborough. She went to the closet and opened it, and then reached up and pulled the short chain for the light. This was where Jane’s clothes hung in a long row to the back of the closet, and her shoes lined up along the floor. But on the top shelf, pushed to the back, she found what she was looking for. A water-stained cigar box and inside a small oak and brass crucifix, and Christ wearing his expression of agony in a new way. Moiré held it against her breast and for a moment was tempted to storm downstairs and hold it out for her brother to see, or at least to remove one of those horrid paintings and put the Lord in His rightful place. But she placed him back in the box and slid it to the end of the shelf, closed the door, turned off the light, and descended the stairs just as Seamus called for her to join them for dinner. Her life as a traitor had begun.

At the table Moiré once again had to quell her anger as Seamus bowed his head to Jane’s Anglican prayer.

“Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost; as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.”

There was a murmur of amens, Moiré crossed herself discreetly, and the food was passed; peas and carrots and a large platter of meat.

“I’m sorry there isn’t much,” Seamus said.

Moiré shook her head. “There’s no need to apologize for the food. Frankly, I’m amazed you could get beef. I’d heard that it was strictly rationed.”

Seamus glanced quickly at Jane. “Well,” he said, “the Lord provides.”

“It’s not beef,” cried Michael, and all eyes turned to him.

“Michael, please,” Jane said.

“It isn’t. It’s horsemeat. I heard the butcher say so.”

“Please be quiet, Michael. You’ll upset your sisters.”

“Why shouldn’t I say it if it’s true? There’s a war on and that’s why we have to eat horses.”

No one had yet had a chance to touch their meal. Molly and Sarah were gawking at their older brother and then at their parents. Jane glared at Michael and Seamus looked down at his own plate with a look of grim resignation. Suddenly his knife and fork were in his hands and he took a bite. And then another. Michael watched him closely for some sign of horse poisoning, but all he got was a wink from his father so he began to eat it himself. Jane leaned over and went to work cutting Molly and Sarah’s portions for them. Raising a chunk to eye level, Moiré saw that Michael was right, it was too red and stringy to be beef. But when she set it on her tongue it was tough and sweet, and that was a combination she could live with.

After dinner she volunteered to help Jane with the washing up and they worked in silence until Molly crept up behind Moiré and tugged at her dress.

“We don’t really eat horses,” she said. It was a statement of fact.

“Darling, sometimes it’s best not to ask.”

“I’d never eat a horse.”

“Of course you wouldn’t, dear,” Jane said. “Let’s get you ready for bed.” She called for Michael who came and grabbed Molly by the elbow and escorted her upstairs. When they were gone Jane spoke to Moiré directly for the first time.

“Seamus says you’re to be here for some time.”

“Several months, I should think.”

“And may I ask what your purpose is in London?”

“Simply to work.”

“Yes, you have a position at Whitehall, I understand. I wonder why London, though. Is there no need of secretaries in Dublin?”

“There is, but England has a greater need of everything at the minute.”

Seamus appeared in the doorway behind them. “Now that’s the truth,” he said, a little too loud. He shuffled forward and put his hands on Jane’s shoulders. “I can’t get the children to settle down, love. It needs a mother’s touch.”

She sighed and took the dry rag off of her shoulder. “Very well. Here then.” She gave him the rag and strode out of the room.

Seamus reached into the washbasin and lifted out a handful of silverware. “What do you think of England so far, Moiré?”

“It’s not wise for you to call me that.”

“There’s no spies in this house, not yet anyway.”

“Tiocfaidh ar Lá.”

Seamus stopped washing. “Now I think it’s you who speaks unwisely.”

Moiré shrugged and continued working. Peals of girl’s laughter descended from above, and then Jane’s voice, sharp and stern. “Has Jane ever been to Ireland?” Moiré asked.

Seamus shook his head. “Won’t touch it with a barge pole, I’m afraid.”

“So you won’t be coming home after this is over?”

“After what’s over?”

“All of this, the war.”

“Moiré.” She turned her head and looked at him. For a while he didn’t seem to have a plan for continuing, but finally he said, “I live in England now.”

“I know.”

“I’m not certain that you do.”

There was one last avenue for her to turn down. “What if there’s nothing left of England?”

Seamus did the last thing she expected of him: he smiled. “Then I’ll move to Australia. All that sun might feel good on the old leg. Or perhaps I’ll be dead, in which case I won’t much mind what happens, will I? Tiocfaidh ar Lá, you say. Your day may come, but not mine.”

“You’re not funny.”

“It’s England, besides. The peasoupers protect us, even from the likes of you.”

Moiré spent that night awake in bed. She tried to imagine the bustle of Whitehall, and in her mind’s-eye she saw room after cavernous room echoing with the clatter of typewriters, lines of small desks manned by automatons, and then herself, catching the dropped names and careless asides, the crumpled list left in a wastebin, perhaps recording in her mind a brief glimpse of some colorful, pin-laden map in a top-floor meeting room. She saw fat, stone-faced generals, simpering lieutenants, perhaps a fleet of thin, mustached staff sergeants; an assortment of twentieth-century Cromwell’s, determined that their watch would not be the one that saw the sun go down on the empire.

Sometime during the night she crept out of bed and over to the window, lifted a corner of the blackout curtain and peered out over the city. Except there wasn’t a city. There was nothing at all to be seen. She couldn’t tell where the earth ended and the sky began; there were no stars, no shimmering reflections on the Thames, not even a moon glowing through the clouds. Maybe somewhere in another part of town a dog was barking, or a pair of drunks were singing, but there on Willesden Green was nothing but a black as deep as India ink. The sun never sets on the British Empire, even when London is in darkness.

Chapter 3

Anne was crying again, screaming this time. Moiré rolled over, stuck her head under her pillow, and opened her eyes. Would that bloody brat never shut up?


The sound continued, and she willfully ignored it. Let Jane see to her own this morning. Moiré shut her eyes.


And opened them again. Hell. She rolled out of bed, walked over to the mirror, and began to do her hair.


“Would you stop crying? Holy Mary, Mother of Jesus, where’s your mum at?”


As if invoked, Moiré could hear Jane begin to coo and fuss at the youngest child. Moiré finished with her hair and went out into the kitchen to begin preparing breakfast. She had never meant to play maidservant for her brother’s family, but in the way things have of working themselves out, she had found herself doing more and more of the cooking in his house. She was better at it than Seamus’ wife, and both of them knew it. Seamus knew it. Moiré could make real food, good, hearty food. Irish food. Jane’s porridge tended to lumpy and her fried slice to soggy.


Molly peeked her head around the corner and watched Moiré as she cooked. Moiré tried to pretend she hadn’t seen the little girl, but when she turned away, a sly, secret smile played over her face. This one at least would be a good Irish girl. Molly had her father’s complexion and eyes. Unlike the other three, Molly seemed to bear no trace of her mother’s villainous ancestry.


Jane came into the kitchen, Anne cradled against her hip.


“Oh, Mary, I can do that. Be a dear and fetch the milk from the stoop, would you?”


“Of course, Jane.” Under her breath, she added, “Anything else I can do for you? Brush your hair, maybe? Wash your feet?”


Jane gave her an odd look, and slid past her to tend the stove-top, shifting Anne to her opposite hip. 


Moiré went to the foyer and opened the front door, looking out into the neighborhood. It had been a nice neighborhood, once, before the bombings and fires. Now the windows were blacked out and sealed. Well, they deserved it, didn’t they. How would they like it if the Germans won? Shoe’d be on the other foot then, eh?


She grabbed the milk from the stoop and brought it inside, and stood where Molly had stood only a few minutes before, watching Jane making a muck of what had been her beautiful breakfast.


“Good morning, Moiré.” Moiré turned around to see Seamus coming down the hall towards her, Sarah at his side, holding his hand. “Oh, good morning, Seamus. You sleep well?”


“My leg is giving me some pain, it is. But it won’t kill me.”


Seamus went into the kitchen, and sat at his place at the head of the table. Moiré followed him in, and sat on his right hand. Michael and Molly appeared from somewhere almost instantly after their mother announced the meal was ready.


Moiré ate quickly, anxious to be off to work. She didn’t care much for the food, and so she made her excuses and was up from the table only ten minutes after they sat down.


“Leaving already, Mary?” Jane asked, arching her eyebrows.


“Yes, I have to be in early today. Sorry.”


“Right, then. Don’t forget to stop at the market on your way back tonight. We’re fresh out of beef.”


“Yes, Jane.”


“Have a fine day, Moiré.”


“You too, Seamus. God be with you.” And she went out the door.

Moiré began work at the War Office in London on Monday, October 8, 1940. She pulled the door open, squared her shoulders, and walked in. It was like walking into a beehive. People were coming and going, men and women were wearing uniforms covered with stripes and medals, girls dressed like her in white blouses and dark skirts scurrying around carrying yellow envelopes and looking important.

She made her way to the typing pool. Everyone was in motion, rows of young women typing and proofreading documents. Most were fair-haired English girls, washed out from weak ancestors with no color who spent too much time indoors. Moiré was a slight contrast to the crowd surrounding her, with white skin, black wavy hair, and bright blue eyes. Petite in size, she filled in her white blouse admirably, with a gentle waist and well-rounded hips. 

Mrs. Johansson, her supervisor, was an older woman with a bun of graying hair on top of her head. She wore wire-rimmed bifocals perched on a long nose that looked rather like a hummingbird’s beak. Moiré was only five feet two inches tall but Mrs. Johansson was even shorter. It didn’t seem to matter what angle you looked at her from, the view was the same: thin, a dark print dress fell straight down from the shoulders to below her knees without a detour. Even though it was belted at the waist, there was no discernable shape under the dress. The young woman followed her supervisor to a desk.


“Miss McHugh, welcome to our department. You will sit here.” The wooden desk had two drawers down one side, with a new Royal typewriter covering the top. “You may put your purse in the top drawer. The bottom drawer contains stenographic pads, pencils, and other supplies.  You are expected to keep your area neat and tidy, be on time, and take your lunch only if all your Priority One work is complete. Do you have any questions?”

“No, ma’am,” Moiré replied, giving the dour woman her best Irish smile. 

“Time to start then. Lieutenant Lennox needs some letters taken.” She handed Moiré a slip of paper with a room number on it.

Gathering up her steno pad and two yellow pencils, the young woman stepped into the hall, which was still buzzing. Room 1172. She asked directions once and made it to the Lieutenant’s office in a few minutes.

Moiré knocked and waited to be invited in.

“I’m Mary McHugh.” She reached a hand out to the man behind the desk and he stood to shake it. He was at least a head taller than her, and quite handsome, with blond hair, green eyes, and a muscular body. No ring on the ring finger. She would never entertain the thought of becoming involved with an Englishman, but she didn’t mind a nice view while she worked.

“Mary, pleased to meet you. I’m Lieutenant David Lennox.”

She nodded.

“Please, have a seat, and we’ll get started.”

An hour later she had three letters that needed to be done before noon, along with two copies of each, and envelopes. She rushed back to the typing pool and began work. At 11:25, she returned to Lieutenant Lennox’s office with the documents. He reviewed her work and looked impressed. 

“I have a couple more letters that need to be done this afternoon, can you be here at half past noon?”

“Yes, sir.”

Moiré went back to the typing pool, knowing there wouldn’t be much of a lunch break and not caring. She was on her way. 

As the week passed, she took letters and typed all manner of documents for a variety of officers. She also became acquainted with several of the girls in the typing pool. On Friday evening, they stopped off at a nearby pub for a visit and a pint. The week had gone well. These Brits seemed like a simple lot, accepting her with no questions. They gossiped about other girls, officers, Mrs. Johansson, and whatever else caught their fancy. Moiré listened. She always listened.

*
*
*

Christine remembered the conversation with her mother, sitting on the edge of her parents’ bed in the Chicago house, the box laying open between them, when she learned of Michael McHugh:

“What is he?” she had asked.

“He’s English.”

“No, I mean is he my cousin, or uncle, or what?”

Irene thought for a minute. “I’m not sure. It all gets so complicated. Does it matter?”

“What should I tell him? ‘I’m your relative of indeterminate designation. Out with the family secrets.’”

Her mother’s eyes brightened. “Do you think there are secrets?”

And now here she was, getting off the tube at Wembley Central, walking into the sun, clutching the address of a bookstore owned by her relative of indeterminate designation, and running over her options. She could bombard him with classified information, things only a family member could know. Like what? Like his father’s name, the names of his sisters, all matters of public record, and unlikely to impress. And then she could see his face, features frozen in apprehension, his mind clearly scrambling for a way to shoo this madwoman off the premises without a scene. No, her only real currency in the McHugh family was a limited familiarity with her grandmother’s slow wasting away in a foreign land. She could assume that all her suspicions were true, that Mary was a legendary figure on this side of the ocean for reasons as inscrutable as her accent. In that case, the name alone could unlock enough doors to get her home with a satisfying story for Irene. She found the street she was looking for, Ealing, and followed the numbers to a tiny storefront, no wider than an espresso stand, but deeper. 

She stepped inside, and saw how deep. The ceiling was high and the bookshelves seemed to have grown to fit the room, like goldfish dumped from a bowl into a pond. There were ladders everywhere, a few traditional types latched to the shelves, but mostly just aluminum stepladders; Christine drifted into the store and placed a hand on one of them, paint-encrusted, flimsy, intended for those who truly needed to reach a book at the top. She jumped at a voice behind her.

“I put the best ones up high.”

She turned around, the voice came from a short, paunchy man who had appeared from somewhere at the back of the store. He wore a thin pair of glasses, had gray beginning to creep into the short black hair of his mustache, though the hair on top of his head was still dark.

“Separates the readers from the lookers, you know.”

“Well, I’m afraid I’m just a looker,” Christine said, and then decided to venture forward. “Are you Michael  McHugh?”

“Reputation precedes me, as always,” he said. “Are you looking for anything in particular?”

“I’m not really here for the books.”

“I see.” He sighed like a man who had long since given up. “I suppose you’re some kind of assassin then. I knew the past would catch up with me one of these days.”

Christine laughed. “You’re more right than you know. I’m actually here on behalf of my mother.”

“Someone I know?”

“Your cousin. Irene Baker.”

Michael shook his head. “Doesn’t ring any bells. I’ve got a lot of mystery cousins, though.”

“She told me you two had never met. She wants me to ask you about her mother, though. My grandmother.”

“Oh?”

“Mary  McHugh.”

Michael cocked his head to the side and looked at her with new eyes. “Oh, yes. Now I see. It’s in the hair.”

Her hand went to her straight black locks.

“What did you say your name was?” Michael asked.

“Christine.”

“You know, Christine, when I woke up this morning I said to myself, ‘Michael, today’s going to be a day like every other.’ That’s what I say to myself every morning. It helps me to enjoy those rare occasions when I’m wrong.”

She smiled. “You knew my grandmother?”

“Oh yes. She was with us during the blitz. Then she disappeared, and it seemed like the blitz went with her. That not true, really, I think it stopped a month or two before she left. I suppose you being here means she’s dead.”

Christine was surprised by her own shock at his coarse phrasing. She had prepared herself to do a rude amount of consoling. “Yes. About a month ago.”

“Listen, are you sure you wouldn’t like something from the top shelf?”

“What do you have up there?”

“I thought you’d never ask, love.” Michael gripped her arm lightly and led her around to the first shelf. “Here’s the hierarchy. Down here at eye level I’ve got the stuff that keeps an old bloke like me in business. Legal thrillers and the like, as many copies of Peyton Place as I can get my hands on.”

“Peyton Place?”

“I can’t keep the bloody thing in stock, if you can believe that.”

“I don’t even know what it is.”

“Neither do I, really. But they’re mad for it round here. Anyway, down at the bottom I put the middle of the road drudge, you know, if it’s not entertaining enough to be popular, but not good enough to be literature, I stick it down there where it won’t bother anyone.”

“And then you put what’s left on top.”

“It’s not what’s left, Christine. Those books rise on their own. They just find their way up there; Greene, Fowles, Pynchon, Kazantzakis. I could go on. Anything strike your interest?”

“I usually read philosophy.” She didn’t have the heart to tell him she spent her rainy evenings curled up with Cosmopolitan.

It couldn’t be helped however; Michael looked down, and then out the display window at the road. “I prefer my philosophy in story form.”

“I do like poetry,” she said. “Mostly American, though. Unfortunately I don’t know much about yours.”

He brightened and bustled off toward the back of the store. “Nonsense! Europe’s poets are rubbish. Do you like Hugo?”

“You mean Les Miserables?” She followed him to the very back corner where four short stacks of books lined the wall.

“Not Victor,” he said, “Richard. A bloke from Montana.”

She shook her head.

“Alright, let me guess. You’re a Robert Frost fanatic?”

“Not really. That’s an Eastern thing. I’m from the West Coast.”

“Ginsberg, then? Bukowski?” He was down on one knee, digging in the piles, tossing books aside like a mole burrowing for safety.

“I think my favorite’s Richard Brautigan.”

“Not bad,” he said. “But I know there’s some Hugo down at the bottom. I bury it so no one’ll buy it off me.”

Finally he pulled a thin, ragged volume from the pile and handed it to her for examination.

“Selected Poems? That’s quite a title.”

Michael took of his glasses and cleaned them on his shirt, then replaced them and looked at her carefully. Perspiration had collected in his widow’s peaks. “I think you should take that.”

“No,” she said, “I couldn’t. You just said you try not to sell it.”

“I’m not selling it, I’m giving it to someone who sorely needs it.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “Charity, huh. At least let me buy you dinner. I’m sort of on a mission. My mother wants to reconnect with the family.”

Michael peered around her as a young couple entered the store. “So you’re not an assassin, then. You’re a gangster.”

“Is that a yes?”

“It’s an offer I can’t refuse. The shop closes at seven, can you come round then? Visit the Kew Gardens for a couple of hours or something.”

“Where do you live?”

He raised a finger towards the ceiling. “The best things stay up high.”

At fifteen minutes past seven she pressed the buzzer at the foot of the dark, narrow staircase right next to  McHugh’s Queen’s Park Books. Half a minute went by and then a door opened and Michael shuffled down the stairs. He had changed from his work clothes, and was now wearing a dark navy shirt, slacks, and his hair looked as if it had been fussed with for some time without result.

“Where to, then?” he asked.

“I was hoping you could weigh in on that matter.”

Michael drummed his belly with both hands. “Believe me, I can. Let’s take a walk this way,” he said, gesturing to the north. “There’s no question of going hungry in Wembley.”

They walked up Ealing Road with the sun beginning to set. After a block and a half of silence, pretending to admire the darkened facades of barrister’s offices and realty agencies, Christine decided to lie and say she’d read some of the poems.

“And what’d you think? Pretty good?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure I get it, though.”

“Which ones did you read?”

She ran her hand up and down the leather strap of her purse, which housed the book, tucked beneath a London Frommer’s guide and a tube of base cream. “I forget the titles.”

“Well, what were they about?”

This was going badly. She scanned the horizon for help and it came in the form of a dark, ovular shape just above the roofline.

“What’s that?”

Michael followed her gesture. “That’s Wembley. It’s a football ground.”

“Oh.”

“England won the World Cup there in 1966. Beat West Germany. As a matter of fact, I almost got to see it. A mate of mine said he knew a bloke who’d sell us tickets for a hundred quid each. So I got an advance from the factory I was at, and I paid Alfie. Now, Alfie was a trusting sort; he paid the bloke up front, and naturally he buggered off, probably bought a seat in the England dugout with his take. We ended up watching from a pub with all the other sorry gits. Can you imagine, though? Geoff Hurst’s hat-trick, lifting that trophy while the Germans sob and moan? We had it all over the Krauts in those days, you know. The war was still fresh in the mind.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Christine said.

“Course not. Right, how does Indian food sound? There’s a place called Kebabish just up ahead.”

“That’s a nice name.”

“I believe it was narrowly chosen over Kebab-Like.”

“Aren’t kebabs Turkish?”

Michael glanced at her sidelong. “Are you sure you’re an American? Not Canadian or anything?”

“Yes, and I’m pretty sure we’re related, but maybe we should have some kind of test done.”

He laughed. “Can’t say fairer than that. Here we are.”

The restaurant was half full and a young Indian waiter seated them at a narrow round table by the window moments after they entered. He set menus in front of them and Christine began to open hers, but Michael placed his hand on top of it. She looked up in surprise.

“Get the tikka makhani,” he said. “It’s the only thing on the menu.”

“If you say so.”

“So you want to know about your grandmother.”

“Well, not particularly. But my mom does.”

“She didn’t know her own mother?”

“She knew her. It’s just that Mary was tight-lipped, I think. About the past.”

Michael took a long drink of his water, during which he eyed Mary from over the rim of the glass. When he finished he said, “The first thing you’ve got to learn is her proper name.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s Moiré. Not Mary.”

Christine stared blankly.

He pronounced it for her: My-ruh. “It’s Irish. You do know that she was Irish?”

“I’ve never heard her called that.”

“Well, you’ll want to practice before you meet Seamus. How’d the old girl buy it, anyway?”

A distant memory surfaced of a time when she was afraid Michael would find her crazy. “Natural causes,” she said.

“That’s too bad,” Michael replied. “She deserved something more dramatic.”

“Do you remember much about her?”

“There’s a difference between remembering and knowing. I know that she came to London in 1940, was a secretary at Whitehall for about six months, and then hey presto, she was gone. On the other hand, I remember that there was something strange about her relationship with all of us. She treated me well enough, but looking back I have the sense that I wasn’t right in her eyes. Too English, I guess.”

“She didn’t like the English?”

The waiter sidled up to their table and Michael informed him that they would have two orders of the tikka makhani. “And don’t skimp on the sauce,” he said. “It had better be drowning. I’ve eaten this dish on three continents, and I’m not to be trifled with.” People at nearby tables glanced over, the young Indian man flushed, and suddenly Michael gave the slightest of winks, and the waiter smiled, and the world began turning again. Outside it was a pure twilight, with their reflections materializing in the glass, and Christine could just see the rim of Wembley’s west grandstand.

“Seamus is the man to answer your questions. Somebody has to tell him anyhow. About Moiré.”

“I’m not entirely comfortable telling a stranger that his sister has passed away.”

“If you think you’re a stranger, then your mother was right to send you to us. You’re in need of a re-education. That’s one thing I’ll give the Germans. They knew how a bloke’s mind worked.” He waved his hands suddenly, as if to clear the smoke of everything he’d said before. “It won’t be easy for my dad, but he’s got to know. And believe me, you’re his grandchild now, Christine Baker.”

This was a unique sensation. Like the Beatles, or a first kiss, something altogether new had entered the world. Christine stared at the window for a long time, and then at the glowing fish tank in the back of the restaurant, and when their food came she stared at that, until eventually Michael inquired if she was going to eat by osmosis, and so she unrolled her silverware from the napkin and gripped it tightly and when she looked up the candlelight had gone blurry. Michael asked why the tears, and she didn’t know, except that somewhere between accusing her of an assassination plot and bullying their adolescent waiter he had touched her in a place that had lain undiscovered for three decades. That someone could care, that someone besides MasterCard could pre-approve her, deem her worthy on the mere fact of her existence. 

“When can I meet him?” she asked.

“Anytime, really. The old codger doesn’t leave the house.”

She sniffed and brushed her nose with backside of her hand. “What’s he like?”

“As old as Stonehenge and twice as ugly. Fine man, though. He’s worked hard for a long time.”

She nodded. “Were they close? I mean, I don’t want to break his heart.”

Michael laughed. “We don’t have a word anymore for how close the family was in those days. It’s still that way, but you can’t imagine the regret that’s been percolating in that house over Moiré knocking off the way she did. All of Willesden’s been steeping in that potent brew for the last fifty years. Seeing you, it’ll be like a singing telegram from back in time.”

Christine speared a strip of chicken and ate it. Her eyes rounded.

“You were right about this stuff,” she said. “Have you really eaten it on three continents?”

“That depends,” he said. “Is Chelsea a continent?”

Chapter 4

 “Michael told me, but I didn’t believe it,” said Seamus, nearly bowling over Christine with a ferocious hug. She couldn’t respond at first, both physically and emotionally out of sorts. After a few moments, though, she overcame her reservations and began to return the embrace. It was tight, and familiar, and comforting, to meet a stranger so affectionate. But he wasn’t really a stranger, now was he? Much the way she had felt an instant connection with Michael, she knew she had been taken in by his father’s warmth and acceptance.

“Irish, British, and American. We’ve got family all over the world now, eh?” Seamus held her at arms length and looked her over. His bright blue eyes, unclouded by age, roamed over her face, caught and held her own eyes.

Michael followed her into the foyer and removed his scarf.

“Hello Mum, Dad. You’ve met Christine, I see. Christine, I present to you my parents, Seamus and Jane McHugh. Seamus and Jane, Christine Baker, from the States.”

“A pleasure to meet you, dear. Come, come, have a seat. I’ll put on some tea. Seamus?” Jane led them into the kitchen. Seamus went before her, his cane clicking on the hardwood floor.

They sat at the table, Seamus and Michael and Christine, while Jane bustled about in the kitchen. Seamus continued to look at her intently, and when she met his gaze once again, she understood for the first time about Irish eyes smiling. Sitting there, she had felt like an intruder, but now, looking at this man, she felt more than ever that she understood where she had come from.

“Look at her! She’s the spitting image of her grandmother!” Seamus said.

“Really? I didn’t think I looked that much like her. Maybe when she was younger.”

“Well, all right. You don’t really look all that much like Moiré. I can see her in you, though. Somewhere around here, I’ve an album.”

“You do know… Michael, did you tell them? Seamus, I have to tell you… God, I don’t know how to say it.” Christine faltered.

“Ah. I think I see. Passed on, has she?” Seamus smiled sadly. “Really, I’m not all that surprised. One of the things you will find, Christine, when you are as old as I am, you find yourself gradually prepared for the idea that people younger than yourself die of old age. Well. You’re here now, and you’ve found us. I’m sure you’ve many questions about us, and I know we have just as many about you and your family.”

“I’m sorry Seamus… I had worried about how to tell you about Grandma Mary… I didn’t know how you would take it.”

“You’re a bit surprised, are you, that I’m taking it this well? Christine, I grieved for my sister long ago. She disappeared, you know. She was suddenly gone, and I never heard from her again.” He smiled. “But here you are, Moiré’s daughter’s daughter. You’re family, child, and so I won’t hold back any hard truths from you. We’ve lived through hardship and loss, and Moiré was only one of many for whom I have already grieved. I do miss her, of course. But enough of this. Tell me, my dear, about yourself. Tell me about your mother!”

Christine recited the basic facts of her life, and Seamus seemed to be fascinated by all of it. Jane brought over a tray of tea, and they sat and talked for what seemed like hours about America, about Irene and Oregon, about Christine’s job and her friends and her life.

“Enough, enough!” Christine laughed and held her hands up in supplication. “Please! I want to know about you, and London, and Mary.”

“Moiré, dear. Seamus always insisted upon calling her that.” Jane had been just as curious about her life as Seamus, but this was the first she’d spoken of Mary.

“She found it easier, after she came over to England, to go by Mary. I suppose she must have continued that over in America. I could never get used to that,” said Seamus.

“When did she come here? I know only a few details from Michael, and I’m very interested to know her story.”

Seamus seemed to be miles away, suddenly. His voice was quiet, an afterthought.

“To understand Moiré, you have to understand the place we came from. You have to understand the people, the mindset of that place.

“It’s a beautiful country, Ireland. A beautiful country made ugly by centuries of hatred and resentment. It was instilled in us from quite a young age. I fought against it. It was my rebellion, I suppose, to try to break away from the beliefs of youth. Moiré never did, though. She was never really happy here in England. Not like I was.” He smiled and ran his hand over Jane’s knee. “I found something here worth swallowing my Irish pride.

“She was several years younger than I, so she must have been about thirteen when I became ill. These things, these pains of life, they act on us differently. For myself, the sickness drove all remaining anti-Brit sentiment out of me. For Moiré, well. She saw it differently, I think. She fell in with the wrong crowd. I wasn’t around as much, and her friends took themselves so seriously. If you ever have children, Christine, remember this: very few things in this world are as dangerous as a group of angry adolescents. They are too young to be ruled by experience and too old to be spanked.

“Her friends were all Irish Nationalists. A great amount of idealism, in equal measure to their anger. They were going to grow up and change the world, save Eire from the British.

“At any rate, by the time the war broke out, I had already met Jane and moved to London. We were struggling here, with three children to feed and rationing in effect, and so Moiré came to help me.

“Don’t mistake me. Though we had grown apart during my illness, we were still extraordinarily close. She came to help me. And for work, of course.”

“She worked at Whitehall? In the War Ministry?”

“Yes. She worked for some officer or other. She was a secretary, and an excellent one, by all accounts. She worked there, and brought home some money, and helped Jane around the house. It was a busy time for us, for all of us.”

“Do you know why she left? Why she came to America?”

“I didn’t even know it was America she had gone to. We didn’t know much of anything, really. We knew she hadn’t been killed in an air raid, because her luggage was gone, but it was quite a sudden affair.”

“But, I mean, why would she have done that? Why would she have gone so suddenly? She never spoke of Ireland, or of London. We didn’t know much of anything about her until after she was gone. You don’t know anything about why she might have left?”

“I’m afraid not. It was a difficult time here in London. We were losing the war, you know. This was before you yanks came in, and Hitler had us dead to rights, quite frankly. We were up against it, and all of us had quite a lot to be worried about. And, as I said, Moiré wasn’t really happy here. There was a fair bit of tension in our home, tension and fear and anger. It was a very hard time. When she first disappeared, I thought surely she had gone back to Ireland. I was absolutely sure of it, I even said as much in a letter to our parents. Nobody really realized that she had vanished for quite some time.”

Seamus fell silent, and nobody spoke. After a while, Christine glanced at the clock, and was surprised to find that several hours had passed.

“I should really get going, I’ve got a full day tomorrow. Thank you so much for your hospitality and your stories. I imagine we’ll be seeing more of each other very soon.”

“You have a place to stay? We can put you up, of course, if you need it.”

“No, that’s okay, I’ve got a room.”

“Well, you are coming to dinner next week. No argument! The whole family is gathering, and you’ll want to meet them as much as they’ll want to meet you.”

“I’d love to come.”

“Next week, then.”

At the door, Seamus kissed her cheek, and Jane hugged her. Michael walked her to the car.

“Well, then. That went very well. I’m not surprised.” Michael smiled at her. “I knew Seamus would adore you. Both of them do. Welcome to the family.”

*
*
*

 “Mary? Are you in there?” Jane’s voice wafted down the hall, into the sitting room where Moiré had been thinking and worrying, going over the day in her mind.


“Yes.”


Jane’s head appeared in the doorway. “Could you come into the kitchen for a moment?”


“Why?”


“Because I asked you, for a start.”


Moiré sighed and followed her brother’s wife into the small kitchen.


“What is it, Jane?”


“Look there.” Moiré looked where Jane pointed, but didn’t know what she was supposed to be looking at.


“What?”


“You don’t see it?”


“See what?”


“Oh, of course you don’t see it. That must be because it isn’t there.” Jane’s voice had changed from carefully controlled neutrality to stern condescension.


Moiré said nothing.


“The market, Moiré. I told you to go by the market on your way back. We’re out of meat and butter, and we’ve near run out of several other things as well. I had them all on list for you, I gave it to you this morning. Do you remember that? Has it disappeared?”


“By God.” Moiré turned to leave the kitchen, but Jane caught her arm, spun her back.


“No! We’re going to have this out!”


“You want to yell at me about the damned groceries? Mary and Joseph! I have other things to do during the day, you know. There’s a war on. Hadn’t you noticed?”


“Yes, I had, thanks. They’ve been bombing my country for a while now. I had noticed that a little bit.”


“What is this really about? This can’t really be about the produce!” Moiré’s voice had risen nearly to a shriek.


“It is, actually. It’s about the produce, and you doing your part to make this family work, and you respecting me and not ignoring me when I ask you to do something.”


“That’s it. I’m not having this conversation with you right now.”


“Yes you are! You’re staying right there and you’re not leaving until we’ve got this settled!” Jane grabbed Moiré’s arm once again, harder this time, her fingertips digging into the muscle.


They were screaming now. “You silly bitch! Every day I go out and work with you damn Englishmen, who I hate, by the way…”


“Go back, then! Go back to your damn Eire, and leave me and my family in peace!”


“Your family? He’s my brother, even if he has gone and married a thrice-damned Brit!”


“And don’t think I don’t know how much that rankles at you. He’s already made his choice, and he chose me. He chose me over you and your family and your bloody country!”


“Certainly he has made some mistakes. I’d put you right up at the top of that list, Jane.”


“God, you’re just venomous, aren’t you? What have I done? What did I do but welcome you with open arms and lend you the hospitality of my home?”


“You stole my brother!” Moiré howled.


“Ah, now we come to it, then, don’t we. You hate that he married me. You hate that he betrayed you, and married me.”


“Yes!”


Jane released Moiré’s arm, and the two women stood in silence, staring at each other. Finally, Moiré turned on her heel and fairly ran out of the kitchen. In her room, she lay on her bed and wept.


Her cheeks were red and swollen when she felt weight on the bed and a gentle touch on her head. “Hush, now, my little Moiré, hush.” Seamus’ soft voice quieted her sobs, and she turned away from him.


“Did you hear it?”


“Mum and Dad heard it back in Eire. The Germans heard it in Berlin. Certainly I heard it.”


“How can you have married that woman?”


“She’s actually quite a bit like you, you know.”


“No she isn’t!”


Seamus laughed, loud and clear. “She said exactly the same thing when I said it to her.”


“Finally, something that woman is right about.”


Seamus’ voice grew stern. “Moiré, I need you to help me. The two of you seem determined to make me choose between you, and I’m not going to make that choice. She’s my wife, and you’re my sister, and I’m not willing to give either of those things up. So I need you to help me. Get along with her. Even if you don’t like her, even if it’s difficult and if she baits you. Don’t let yourself be baited. I wish you could love her like a sister, but I’ll take simple acceptance if that’s the most I can expect.”


Moiré nodded. “I’ll try.”

Chapter 5


Christine made her way, through growing crowds, to the Whitehall District. Young professionals hurried towards deadlines and clients. She stopped at a lemonade vendor and took a moment to take in her surroundings. Down the street she could see a white dome of polished stone illuminated by a stray beam of sunlight. 


From Frommer’s guide Christine knew the Whitehall area hadn’t changed much since the turn of the century. Raising her face towards the home of the English government she wondered how many times her grandmother had walked down these roads, over cobblestones and brick, through the great doors of the War Office. The only sign that Christine had seen of the once crippled London had been while she was walking with Michael, a few houses down from the restaurant the front of the buildings had sections of brickwork that were colored differently. 


“What’s that?” she had asked him. “Why are the bricks like that?” 


“That house was bombed out, see the scorch marks come from nowhere? People didn’t think about aesthetics when they rebuilt. That newer brick was salvaged from other bombed buildings.”

The entranceway for tourists was halfway along the west front of the building and Christine made her way toward it. Sculpted figures symbolizing Peace and War, Fame and Victory, and Truth and Justice adorned the roof and cast irregular shadows on the sidewalk. Upon entering the main entrance Christine found herself in the Grand Hall, massive stone archways adorned with ionic columns met marble staircases that stretched around the interior. Her gaze drifted up over the Edwardian features. The dome she had seen from the outside was now above her and light poured onto the intricately decorated molding. Delicately palming the handrail, Christine climbed the staircase. Her shoes made a light clicking on the tile floors; the sound echoed off the walls of the cavernous room. Christine wondered at the splendor of what was normally a military installation. She had been to Washington D.C. and seen that decadence, but there was nothing like this in the halls of the Pentagon. 


Leaving the Grand Hall behind her, Christine ventured into rooms filled with antiques, finely lacquered oak tables placed near marble fireplaces two hundred years old. Light from the outside occasionally broke through the windows and illuminated a part of the room she hadn’t noticed, an abandoned leather chair in the corner, or a painting half obscured by an open door. 


Walking down the ornate hallways pausing here and there to observe a statue or painting, Christine was almost past a display of photographs. Behind the glass were photos from both world wars. She scanned the black and white stills and her eyes settled on one photo in particular. It was titled “Imperial General Staff, 1940,” and third from center she recognized Moiré. Christine smiled as she looked at her grandmother in her youth. She realized that the man next to her had his arm around Moiré’s shoulder. Christine read across the bottom of the photo until she found “Mary McHugh”. The name of the man was Captain David Lennox.

*
*
*


The corridors of Whitehall were becoming increasingly familiar to Moiré. A right, a left, up the stairwell and down the marble hallway at a brisk pace. Currently she was climbing the marble stairway, gathered in her arms were bunches of typed letters, each bearing the name of Lt. David Lennox. She had been transcribing his daily correspondence for a week and a half now and she was beginning to think that he might take her on as his private secretary, but this was the wish of many young typists in the War Office. Nonetheless she fixed her hair and straightened her posture as she neared the offices.


She knocked on Lt. Lennox’s door and he asked her inside. Sitting behind a great oak desk was the man himself. He smiled at her as she came through the entranceway and she decided that it was best to act the pretty secretary pool aide and returned his graces with a smile of her own.


“Here are your letters, sir.”


“Thank you so much,” he said, as she set them in front of him. 

“I must say, you’re quite prompt with your duties.”

“I try my best, sir.” 

He paused and looked her over. “Do you always look this nice on work days?” 

She blushed and looked at the floor.

“I’m afraid I don’t remember your last name.”

“McHugh, Mary McHugh.”

“Right, McHugh.” He leaned back into his desk and scribbled some quick notes. 

“Sir, I don’t mean to pry, but perhaps you should be a bit more forceful in your correspondence with Captain Newbury.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, in regards to the events of the twenty-third.”

“So, you’ve been reading the letters? Well, thank you for your interest Ms. McHugh, but please leave your opinions on military matters to yourself.”

“Yes sir.” Moiré blanched a bit. 

Lt. Lennox regarded her for a moment, grinned a pleasant smile and nodded. He thanked her and told her to come back in half an hour to take down some more letters for him. After leaving his office she walked towards the secretary pool, lost in her thoughts, when she turned a corner and bumped into someone.

“Oh, my.” The man smiled benevolently.

“I’m so sorry sir, I didn’t see you there.”


The tag on his chest read “Newbury” and the insignia on his shoulder identified him as a Captain in the Royal Army. The tag on his chest read Newbury; this was David’s commanding officer. She made her way around him and continued towards the secretarial pool.


A day later she received a summons to report in to Lt. Lennox’s office. As she rose to follow the messenger boy, the other girls shot her mixed looks of congratulations and contempt. To be selected as a personal aide to an officer was a great honor, and being the new girl she was viewed as an upstart and a bit of a prat for getting in so easily. As she neared the offices she walked with a slight bounce in her step. This was her shot at the veins of information held by the upper ranks. Nothing she had seen for the last few weeks was of any use to the cause and now, finally, she was on the verge of something of value. She waited with the messenger boy for the lieutenant to call them into the office and announce that she was to be his new secretary. 


“Come in.” 

She entered his office only just hiding her joy at the thought of becoming his personal assistant, and marveled at how quickly she had done it. The messenger led the way to his desk and reported that Ms. McHugh was here at his request. Leaning forward a bit he winked at Lt. Lennox and murmured something like, “She’s a good choice, eh, guv’ner?” A slight nervous smile crossed Lt. Lennox’s lips and he dismissed the messenger. He watched him go, and then his gaze settled on Moiré.


“Well, you look elated this morning,” he said.


“Thank you, sir.”


“Right,” he coughed, “Well, I have some letters that need to be sent off today and I need someone that can do it before the deadline for post to the front. I know you’re quick and I thought you might be up for the challenge.”


“Oh,” she stammered, her smile wavering as she got out the stenography pad and pencils. By the time the first letter was finished she wasn’t smiling at all. 

He noticed her sudden lack of enthusiasm for the work and asked, “Is everything alright? Aren’t you feeling well?”

She tried to smile as she replied, “Yes sir, fine. It’s just that…”


“Yes?”


“Well, with the urgent summons and everything, all the girls downstairs thought that you had a special reason.” 

“I don’t understand.” 


“We all thought that you were looking to make me your new secretary. I mean, I have been coming here for weeks now.” There, she thought, I’ve put it out there for him to see, plain as day itself. He couldn’t refuse me now, even the messenger had thought that I was the new secretary and has probably told everyone that he’s passed as much.

“Oh,” he said, clasping and unclasping his fingers. “That sounds like a brilliant idea, Ms. McHugh.” This was obviously unknown territory, but he didn’t seem ready to refuse her.

“I shall get the proper forms filed.” At this Moiré livened up and smiled at him.

“Really, sir?”

“Certainly. You can move your things into the anteroom.”

She had her desk presentable within a few minutes. Her new typewriter set squarely in the center of the green felt; two boxes side by side at the edge of the desk had been labeled “In” and “Out.” She pushed things around until she deemed all to be well and waited for her new boss to give the first commands.

He stepped into the doorway. “Welcome to my office; you are now officially in the service of Lieutenant David Lennox.” His shoes were shining in the overhead lights and he spread his arms wide as he said this, the motion creasing his sharply pressed uniform. She stared at him for a moment, wondering at this sudden display of grandiosity. At his questioning expression, she realized that he expected more than a thoughtful look. She smiled at him and told him how thankful she was that he had taken her on, and that she would try her best. 

“I do hope so, though I don’t believe that will be a problem. Always here to lend a helping hand.” He wore a kind smile on his face.

As he left her she couldn’t help but think to herself that he had helped her far more than he would ever know. She laughed. This wasn’t so hard. 

The hard parts had yet to come. She still had to get information out of the building. After discussing it with Agatha, she realized she would just have to memorize anything that she found. She was to begin by memorizing small facts, the number of letters that would go in and out daily, important dates within the department, and so on. During her letters she would try make connections with the news articles that she read every morning. During her second week with David she was told where to get the incoming messages and fresh news reports for the department. 

At home she worked to improve her memory. A small binder she kept hidden in the closet was filled with clippings from articles and notes that she had made. Studying late in to the evenings she would sit with the binder on her lap taping in news clippings and reading up on the events of the war. Pages from poetry books that were scraped and salvaged from the streets filled a shoebox that fit nicely under the bed frame. Sometimes during her late night sessions the children would listen to her rehearse the pieces of poetry. Memorizing the prose and poetry in their entirety, she would recite them in conversation with David every once in a while, much to his delight. 

“Wait, wait, repeat that last stanza.” David said, eagerly awaiting her recital.

“And there sat Sam, looking cool and calm,

In the heart of the furnace roar;

And he wore a smile you could see a mile, and he said: 

Please close that door.

It’s fine in here, but I greatly fear you’ll let in the cold and storm―

Since I left Plumtree, down in Tennessee,

It’s the first time I’ve been warm.”

“Wonderful” David exclaimed, “Who did you say wrote this?”

“Robert Service, an American” Beamed Moiré.

“Oh, give us another one, would you?” He said, his eyes filling with an earnestness that she found herself lost in.

She stilled herself, took a deep breath, closed her eyes and quietly started her next poem.

“The roses tremble; oh, the sunflower’s eye

Is opened wide in sad expectancy.

Westward and back the circling swallows fly,

The rooks’ battalions dwindle near the hill. 

That low pulsation in the east is war:

No bell now breaks the evening’s silent dream.

The bloodless clarity of evening’s sky

Betrays no whisper of the battle-scream.”

The room was quiet for a few seconds. Moiré opened her eyes and looked at David. He was staring out the window with a far off look on his face.

“Who wrote that?” He said softly.

“A nurse, she got it published in the Daily Telegraph.” 

He sighed. 

She studied his features; he seemed resigned, pensive. Moiré watched as she fidgeted with the armrests of her chair. What was he thinking about?

She had in achieved one of her goals: she was now a human recording device. At the office she knew everyone that came in through the door. She had every appointment made with David scheduled and prepared at least two days ahead of time. Every letter that she had typed on a given day could be recalled later on, at least the important parts. Her manila envelops to Agatha had started to gain weight.

But still, she didn’t know David’s mind.

Chapter 6

Moiré emerged from the taxi. Their usual meeting place, Silva’s Café, was an hour outside of London, but today the drive had taken twice as long because roads were wet. It had started raining early the night before and still hadn’t let up.


The tables that usually sat on the cobblestone sidewalks were gone due to the weather. As Moiré entered the front door there was a small chime behind her, the bell attached to the door announcing her presence. The smell of coffee and freshly baked bread lingered in the air as she scanned glass cases filled with small pastries and sandwiches.


“Madam, your aunt is not here yet. May I bring you something while you wait for her?” The owner addressed her from behind the counter. He was a tall man in his late sixties with thinning hair and an olive complexion.


Moiré smiled at him, “Yes, of course. Soup and coffee, please.” She waited as he poured the coffee into a green ceramic mug.


“I’ll bring your soup out shortly.”


“Thank you.” Moiré found the thought of Agatha as her aunt amusing.


Taking the coffee she looked around the room and selected a round table in the corner. There were only a few to choose from, each identically decorated with a pink carnation in a blue vase. She removed her coat and hat before seating herself, facing the window. Agatha was always late and she usually took this time to sip her coffee while watching people pass by on the streets.


Outside, the rain had let up a bit. A thick gray cloud-cover obscured the light; it looked later in the day than it actually was. Inside, the café owner had begun whistling tunelessly as he ladled soup into a bowl for Moiré. He placed a hard roll on a smaller plate and presented both at her table.


“Thank you, this smells wonderful.”


“My pleasure. Just let me know if I can get you anything else.” 

At the sudden jangle of the bell, they both turned abruptly to see an elderly woman standing in the door and shaking off her umbrella. She made no effort to stop the water from flying in every direction. Most of it pooled near the mat she was standing on.

“Madam!” The owner turned away from Moiré and bustled towards the woman. She was wearing a red coat and had the characteristic blue hair of little old ladies that won’t go to the salon for hair dye.

“So good to see you. Your niece is there in the corner. Go sit. I’ll make you a cup of tea.”

“Charles, you lamb.” He took her coat and the handful of scarves she’d been unwinding from her neck.

Agatha tottered on brown heels to the corner table.

“Mary, always a pleasure.” She sat down setting five or six shopping bags at her feet. “I’m sorry to be late again, but I had to do some errands.”

“How are you?” Moiré asked.

“As well as can be expected. My children are driving me mad. They’re like little birds with their mouths open, even though they were supposed to have flown the nest years ago.”

Laughing, Mary responded, “You make me not want to have children of my own.”

“My advice is not to. Oh, thank you, Charles.” He set a steaming cup of Earl Gray in front of her. “And a piece of that lovely cake I saw on the top shelf, if you don’t mind.”

“I’ll have that right out.”

“Now, tell me dear,” Agatha said, bringing her attention back to Moiré, “How is that twit of a woman, Jane?”

“Sometimes that’s how I feel about her. I can’t fault her for being busy with the family, though.”

“No, of course not. Nevertheless, she could perhaps be a little more hospitable to her husband’s side.”

“Some people are content to live in their own little world.” 

“Unfortunately, there are many people like that. They’re called men.” She rolled her head back and filled the café with a throaty laugh. Moiré laughed with her.

“You dislike children and men. That must limit your social circle.”

“I’d say it improves my social circle.” Agatha smiled broadly and leaned back in her chair.

Charles brought a piece of cake to the table.

“Wonderful! Thank you,” Agatha said, straightening up.

“Will there be anything else, ladies?”

“That is all for today.” Agatha shooed him away with a playful flick of her wrist. “Honestly though, Mary, the world really is full of people like Jane. This simple fact has made all of our jobs much more difficult.”

Moiré nodded her head. “Well then it’s a good thing there are people like us.”


Agatha shoveled the cake into her mouth. After chewing for a minute she said, “It is a good thing. It is. Although, I worry about these damnable raids. I’m not sure I could keep my dithers if there were anything like last years’ Blitz.”


Moiré took a sip of her coffee, and watched two children leave with their mother.


“Did your grandson have a good birthday?”


“Oh yes, marvelous little boy. It’s a good thing he isn’t like his father. I got him a set of brand new blocks to play with. You should have seen the look on his face!” She was leaning forward, mimicking the wide eyes of a little boy.


Moiré giggled and turned her gaze to her napkin. “You look positively ridiculous.”


Shrugging, Agatha scooped the last of the cake in her mouth. “Well, dearie, you said you might have something for me today?”

 Drinking the last of her coffee she stood up and took out a pair of gloves with a letter-sized envelope sandwiched between them, “Please return these to your sister for me.”


“Of course.” Agatha took the gloves and put them in her purse. She removed a large handful of pounds, “I insist on paying your cab fare to meet me here.”


“Thank you, Agatha.”


“I was hoping next time we meet you’d bring me photographs from your last vacation.”


“That should be easy enough. But perhaps you could just look at the negatives?”


Agatha glanced around before leaning forward in her chair, “No, I’ll need them developed.”


“I’d be happy to. Although, developing film is very expensive these days. You’ll help cover the cost won’t you?”


“Naturally,” Agatha sighed and shook her head, “such a worry-wart my little Mary.” She sounded tired.


Agatha got up from the table and tottered to the counter where she paid the tab. “Well, I’d simply love to stay and chat, but the ride home is a long one.”


“For me too.”

Outside they embraced before parting ways. Agatha said, “Ta-ta, I’ll see you in a couple of weeks. And try to keep your wits about you when Jane opens her trap!”

*
*
*

Christine took a couple of days to think things over. She spent an evening in the neon wash of Piccadilly Circus — not a circus at all, it turns out — and a morning on a stone bench in Trafalgar Square; in the shadow of Whitehall, and Lord Nelson, and Charles I, and numerous other scowling dignitaries. Only Nelson had his lions, but Christine had the distinct impression that they were all exotic predators of some kind. She had also spent a number of blank, panicky nights at the hotel, pacing her room like a prizefighter who in her heart is afraid of the big bout, but honor-bound to put on a show. Vague fears assailed her, like body punches; the things that Seamus had said, the ones she understood, anyway, and the things he hadn’t. The gaps in the life of her grandmother, expanding with every passing moment. She thought of that old woman who bounced her on her knee for a year or two until one day she bounced off and never returned. But when she finally took the time to think it all over, on a Friday night two days before her return flight, it was something that Michael had said that first day in the bookstore that corralled her curiosity, though she was desperate to escape, like a mustang in captivity for the first time, to fly back home and settle in with Cosmo, he had said it and there was no looking past it: “She deserved something more dramatic.” 

And so she made another pilgrimage, to Wembley Central, to Ealing Street, and through the narrow storefront into the finely cultivated must that sifted down from Michael’s good ones. He was there, behind the counter, selling a legal thriller to a woman in thick makeup who carried an umbrella under her arm based on the conviction that rain could never be far off. When he saw her come in he smiled, and it seemed to be his first in hours. He held the woman’s change out blindly, his hand bobbing up and down like a helicopter in a high wind until it found hers, and soon enough she was gone.

“I may be staying longer,” she said, after the door rattled shut.

“Reckon we’re not so bad after all?”

“It just seems like this will be my only chance.”

Michael nodded as if he’d been expecting this conversation, and practicing for it. “Hugo was right: ‘you can’t ridge it back from char.’ Did you read that one yet?”

She frowned. “What does it mean?”

“Once it’s gone it’s gone. So take a good look while there’s someone around to show you the view.”

“I don’t know how long I have, though. People back home get impatient. Mom’s paying for it, after all.”

“It’s ridiculous, you staying in that hotel. I’m rattling around in the flat upstairs.”

“I couldn’t.”

“You still haven’t learned your lesson. It’s impossible to impose on family. That’s a concept you Americans invented out of thin air and black-heartedness.”

She looked up at the ceiling for a hint to the appropriate answer. Finally she asked, “Do you have a couch?”

His face darkened. “I’ve got a floor. This isn’t Buckingham Palace.”

“I see.”

“Only joking. Let’s go up and have a look.”

“Shouldn’t someone watch the store?”

He glanced side to side and then leaned over the counter. “You wouldn’t believe the security I’ve got on this place,” he said in a whisper. “Motion sensors, trip wires, there’s even a little widget that rings the Prime Minister when dodgy characters come round. It’s a marvel.”

He led her up the stairwell, walls lacquered in what looked like axle grease, and into his flat, which was a little less grimy, but caked with dust everywhere outside of Michael’s habitual arc, which looped from his bedroom through the living area, piled high with books and folded sections of newspaper, into the kitchenette and the bathroom. He moved a couple of boxes off of the floral velour couch crammed against one wall, and slapped the cushions with both palms, raising a cloud.

“Right,” he said, surveying the particles twirling in the air like a thousand dogfighters from the first world war. “I’ll get the cleaning staff on that straight away.”

“I’m not fussy,” she said, arms crossed as she inspected the modest accumulation of a lifetime. She was surprised at how close she came to describing it as wreckage. She had guessed at something unflappable about Michael, that he was above the menial trappings that plagued her own life, but here she saw that it wasn’t true. If he was rattling around in here, there were tea sets, videotapes, ruptured easy chairs, ancient dartboards, and bundles of curling notebook pages rattling around with him. There had to be something secretly broken inside a man who lived this way at sixty. Michael scurried around, kicking boxes out of the established paths, gathering crumb-coated dishes from the coffee table, trying to sort all the things that must have suddenly seemed desperately uncouth, and Christine saw for the first time the real truth of the matter; he was embarrassed to have her here, but there was no force in the universe that could coerce him into turning her away.

She set her purse down on the couch and walked to a small mantlepiece over a non-existent fireplace. Lined up along it were several photographs, one of Michael with his arm around a woman Christine didn’t recognize, another with the two of them and a pair of young boys.

“I didn’t know you had a family, Michael.”

“Had’s the word for it,” he said. “Can’t even be bothered to pay their old man the occasional visit. Peter lives in Japan, so he’s got an excuse, but Jonathan won’t make the trek from Southampton except on Christmas.”

“And your wife?”

“She passed away about six years ago. Shortly after I retired.”

“I’m sorry.”

He waved his hand as if to say her death had been apologized for too many times. “Take a look at that one on the end,” he said.

It was sepia-tainted, creased and worn, fading at the corners, and showed a man and a woman, dressed to what Christine could only describe as the nines, and five children gathered around them. Michael tapped the glass over a young man standing to the left of the man who was clearly his father, and said, “That’s Seamus, right there. And Moiré next to him. Then come the three that my sisters and I were named for, Michael, Molly, and Sarah. Bunch of lookers, eh?” 

“Don’t you have three sisters?”

Michael cleared his throat. “We don’t talk about Anne much anymore. It was suicide.”

Christine turned back to the photograph, longing suddenly to be as far from this moment as possible. At the bottom of the photograph someone had scratched a vaguely readable caption: McHugh’s, 1928. Tiocfaidh ar Lá.

“What’s that?” She asked, running her finger underneath it.

Michael sighed. “You can’t miss a bad subject, can you?”

“Oh.”

“It’s just some Irish nonsense.”

“IRA?”

“It means ‘our day will come.’ Be careful who you repeat it around.”

“They really believed in that kind of thing, didn’t they? Did my grandmother—”

“I heard her say it once. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it? What she was up to in those days.”

She nodded and looked at her watch. “I better get to the hotel. I’m supposed to call home.”

“I should pop back downstairs anyway. Make sure no one’s cleaned me out just yet.”

“I thought you had security?”

Michael winked. “There are some quite clever criminals out there.”

And so she reversed her direction for the last time, taking the tube back toward Heathrow and the hotel, and there she threw her effects together and gathered up the phone receiver in a sweaty palm trying to decide who to tell first, that she wouldn’t be coming home just yet, that her grandmother deserved something more dramatic. But she set it back down again without dialing; a wave of ownership passed over her, she had unearthed the lip of a great buried chasm, and it was hers to keep for a while.

*
*
*

“Congratulations on the promotion,” Mrs. Anderson said. Captain Newbury’s secretary was looking in the washroom mirror at Moiré as she dried her hands.


“Excuse me?”


“Oh, I thought you’d already heard. Lennox has made Captain.”


“Really?”


“But don’t tell him yet. It should be official tomorrow.” Moiré smiled at the woman as they walked into the hallway. 


Well, here was some good news.

It was a cold winter day, and Moiré decided to walk for a bit after work to clear her head. People were scurrying along the sidewalk, soldiers wandering the streets. Some of them smiled at her. There were more soldiers than there had been a month ago. A group of them were walking in front of her. On a whim, she followed the soldiers around a corner and into a pub. A pint might be nice before heading home. 

Cigarette smoke floated around the room, creating a white haze which hung just below the ceiling. The clinking of glass and the low buzzing of voices combined to create a quiet background symphony. The air smelled of sweat and stale beer.

She sat at a table near the bar where the men were standing, and ordered a beer while glancing at the soldiers. One of them seemed to notice. He punched one of his friends on the shoulder, pointed in Moiré’s direction, and made his way to her table.


“Are you waiting for someone, ma’am?” he asked in an American accent.


“Just taking a break before going home to the noise and bustle of my family.”


“Family?” He didn’t sit down.


“Yes, my brother, his wife, and their children.”


“Mind if I sit down?” 


“Please, help yourself.”


“Jonathan Rogers.” He took off his cap and extended his hand toward her.


“Mary McHugh,” Her hand was engulfed in his. He was tall and stout, possibly in his early thirties. The top of his head was bald and shiny with a moat of short brown hair encircling it from ear to ear.

“You’re here from America?” she asked.


“How could you tell?” He laughed at his joke. “Technically, I’m from Canada. San Francisco really, though. I was afraid the U.S. wasn’t going to get involved with the war anytime soon, and I didn’t want to miss out.”


“I hope you’re good. Lot of our boys have been shot down.”


“Oh no, Mary, I’m not good. I’m the best. Hitler’s boys better watch out!”


“I hope you’re right.” She smiled again. “How many joined up with you?”


“There were quite a few that came over here from Canada with me. Some Americans in the bunch. No one is holding it against us, since we all know how to fly.”


“Well, I’m sure Britain is grateful for your help, Mr. Rogers,” Moiré took the last sip of her beer and set the empty glass on the table. 


“Please, call me John,” he said.


Moiré stood, then turned and shook his hand. “Thank you, John. I must be heading home.”


“Will I see you again? You’re probably the prettiest thing I’ve seen since I’ve been here. I’m awful lonely for home.” He looked like a puppy left indoors while everyone else went outside.


“What a load of blarney.” Mary laughed at him. “Does that routine work on the ladies in the states?”


He laughed with her. “Usually.”

“I get off work around six. If you’re here then, there’s a good chance we’ll meet again.” She smiled and walked out of the pub, not looking back.


The next morning when Moiré walked in the office, she could tell that David had been given his promotion. He was talking loudly and laughing behind his door. 


She rapped on the door and opened it. He smiled and motioned for her to come in and sit down as he finished his conversation. Finally, he cradled the receiver.

“Congratulate me,” his smile looked as if it were about to break his mouth. 


“Congratulations, Captain Lennox.” 


“Sounds good, doesn’t it? Captain Lennox.”


“What is this going to do to your workload, David?”


“You mean your workload?”


“Ah, you found me out. Selfish to the core.”


“We’ll be moving to a larger office this week,” he said. “And yes, there probably will be more work. But I know you can handle it.”


“You silver-tongued devil. You know how to get me to do anything you want, don’t you?” 


He wiggled his eyebrows up and down like the villain in an old picture show.


Moiré laughed and went to her desk.


The rest of the week went by in a whirl. She watched as their offices were moved up a floor, into two spacious rooms. David brought in a large map of the world and laid it on a table under his window. 


“We’ve got something big starting Sunday, and I must be on hand to provide logistics. We’re going to teach that syphilitic Austrian he can’t bomb the British Empire, and get away with it.”


“Sounds like you’re going to be busy. Is there anything I can do to help?” 


“No. I don’t know what I’ll be doing. You probably have shopping to do, only two weeks till Christmas. I’m sure all the little ones can hardly wait.”


He saw a frown cross her face. Just an instant and it was gone.


“What’s wrong, Mary?”


“It’s my first Christmas away from my family. And with rationing, I doubt if we’ll have a Christmas goose to cook. Not that Jane could do it justice anyway, so it’s probably a good thing.”

He brushed her hair back, cleared his throat, and stepped back.


“Why don’t you go ahead and leave. You’ve worked hard all week, getting everything moved and settled. I appreciate it more than I can say.”


“But it’s not yet four. Mrs. Johansson will have my hide.”


“If you have any trouble from that old battleaxe, you let me know. I’ll set her straight.”


Moiré burst out laughing. “Thank you David, I can do a bit of shopping on my way home and no one will know. That will be lovely.”


She headed out the door and down the street in record time. Bending her head against the rain, she turned a corner and bumped into a large soldier. When the soldier took off his hat, Moiré recognized the bald head. “John,” she said, “I’m so glad to see you.”


“Well, I’m glad you’re glad,” he said, taking her elbow and walking along beside her. “So, how about it? Dinner tonight?  I’m heading out tomorrow and there will be no rest for the wicked this weekend.”


“That sounds grand,” Moiré said.

He picked her up at seven and they went to dinner, then dancing. A man was taking photographs, and John bought two pictures of them roaring across the dance floor. 


“A picture for you to remember me by,” he said, “and one for me to put in my cockpit.” 

Chapter 7

“Hello? Is this Elizabeth Donaldson? Hello ma’am. My name is Christine Baker, and I’m trying to find a woman named Mary McHugh. I found your name on a photograph in Whitehall. Did you work there during the second world war? Okay, sorry to have bothered you.”

Christine had the same conversation several more times before a high-pitched woman’s voice practically screeched over the line. “Who is this asking?”


“My name is Christine Baker. Mary McHugh was my grandmother.”


“Was? What do you mean ‘was’?”


“She passed away a couple weeks ago.”


“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” Christine’s ear had become acclimated to the London accent, but this woman’s loud, high-pitched voice was more difficult to decipher than any other she had encountered. It was as if the older woman was trying to have a conversation from across the street.


“I’m Elizabeth. Your grandmother and I worked together in the typing pool. Did she mention me?”


“No, ma’am. Mary didn’t speak much of her days in London.” 


“Slow down, girl, and speak up. I can hardly understand you.”


Christine repeated herself.


“Oh,” Elizabeth said, her voice somewhat softer. “Probably too traumatized by the Blitz. Never knowing if you were going to wake up dead. And the rationing. Came close to starving, myself, a time or two.”


“I’m trying to track down Captain David Lennox. She worked for him, I believe?”


“Let’s see now. Lennox. Yes, yes, she did. Mary came to us and within two weeks had latched onto his coat tails. Then suddenly, she was gone. Emily Milbane got called up to take her place. Rumor had it that she was in a family way. Captain Lennox was a blue blood, you see, and he never would have made it right. But Mary was a good girl. I knew those rumors weren’t true. I know she dated an American from San Francisco a few times, and I always figured they ran off to California together. Things like that happened sometimes, during the war.” 


“Actually, Mary settled in Chicago. She didn’t have a child until my uncle was born in 1943, a year after they were married. I really don’t know why she left London. That’s one reason I’m here.”


“Mary was a smart girl. And strong. One time she punched a man and knocked him right out. He was a particularly crude RAF man.”


Christine was shocked. The carefree, volatile girl being described was not the quiet, religious woman she knew as Grandma Mary. Why did her grandmother leave London? Why settle in Chicago?


“Do you know about Captain Lennox?” Christine asked.


“I read he retired up to Keswick. Hold there a moment and let me see if I can get you a number.” The phone was quiet for a few minutes.

“Well dearie, it doesn’t look like he has a number, but hang on just a moment more and let me look something up. Here it is. I collect newspaper clippings of those I know. Here’s his address, dear.”


Christine wrote the address down in her notebook.

*
*
*

Moiré waited until David shut the door to the anteroom before getting up from her chair. When he was gone she slipped inside his office. She walked over to David’s desk and started with the drawers. She pulled open each one to find legal pads, pens, and envelopes. She shuffled through stacks of paper, but found nothing of interest. Next Moiré moved on to a folder in the bottom drawer that contained pages of troop movements. She was slipping a few pages in her pocket when she heard through the door David’s voice. 

She whipped her head up and froze. He wasn’t alone. Moiré could hear another voice outside. She snapped the folder shut, stood up, and pushed the chair in. Just as the door opened, Moiré threw herself in the coat closet; heart beating fast, her ear pressed to the door.

“Blakely, have a seat.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

“Tell me, how is the transition going for you? Are you liking your new office?” David laughed, “It used to be mine you know.” 

“Everything is fine. My girl has just moved her things in.” 

“What’s her name now? Elizabeth?” 

“Yes, sir. She only started last month.” 

“Well I’m sure she’s a lovely girl. Listen, I hate to change the subject, but we should discuss more serious matters now. Have you heard anything from our contacts in the field?” 

“Nothing much, sir. I have heard though, that one of our informants has come across some valuable information on German troop movements. 

“Concerning what?”

 “A possible attack on Russia. There’s talk that the Russians should be notified.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that too. I was wondering if anything new has been said.” 

“I’m afraid not, sir. What’s being said is being kept confidential at the moment.”

“Sorry to cut our conversation short, Blakely, but I need to go over some paper work that I left for my girl.” 

“That’s perfectly fine, sir. Elizabeth is going over some letters that need my attention,” Blakely said as he pushed his chair back. “I smell roses. Are there flowers in here, sir?” 

“Now that you mention it, it does smell like flowers. Must be from next door.” 

“Oh, well it is smells nice, sir.” David escorted Blakely out of the office, their voices growing quiet. Moiré’s breath caught in her throat. She tilted her head and sniffed David’s coat. It smelled strongly of roses. Moiré shut her eyes, cursing herself. How could she be so stupid? This mistake was going to cost her. Rosewater was inexpensive, other fragrances weren’t. She was going to have to switch perfumes. 

When she didn’t hear Lieutenant Blakely or Captain Lennox, she opened the closet door and slipped out. Moiré smoothed her hair and straightened her shirt. She surveyed David’s desk. The folder that she flipped through was still out of place. She shifted it to the middle of the desk. Feeling that everything was in order, Moiré left the room. 

She sat at her desk typing when David opened the door. “Mary, how are you? Sorry that meeting took as long as it did. I got caught up in conversation with Lieutenant Blakely. Hope you weren’t too bored all by yourself.” 

Moiré smiled. “I stepped out. Just chatting with Helen for a few minutes. Before that I was finishing up your memos.” 

“Fine. I’ll be in my office finishing up some paper work. Let me know when you’re done and I’ll see if I have anything else for you to do.” David smiled one last time before closing the door behind him. 

Moiré sighed and closed her eyes. 

The door opened and David poked his head out. In his hand was the folder from his desk. “ Mary,” he said, and then paused. “Never mind.” He spun on his heel and shut the door behind him. 
Chapter 8


Christine looked up at the house, imposing and dark in the shadow of the taller buildings surrounding it. She didn’t really notice much about it other than an almost physical sense of age. This place was old, old even by comparison to the surrounding structures. Hopefully, there would be some answers inside.


She opened the gate and walked up the path to the door, avoiding treading on the small, dreary garden on either side. At the door she paused, and listened, but heard nothing inside. She knocked briskly.


A gaunt old man opened the door and looked at her. He seemed immense; despite his slender build, he gave the impression of a much larger man than he was. She recognized him from the photograph, although he was much older. 


“David Lennox?”


“Yes, my dear? What can I do for you?”


“My name is Christine Baker. I’ve come from America to find out about my Grandmother, and I believe you may have known her some time ago.”


“Well now. That’s quite a bit to take in on the front step. Why don’t you come in, have a seat.”


Christine followed David into the house. He took her through the hall into a cozy little room filled to the ceiling with medals and war memorabilia.


“Now then. What makes you think I knew your grandmother?” His voice was kind and his tone gently ironic.


Christine dug out the photograph from White Hall and passed it to David.


“Here, this is you right there. Standing next to you is my grandmother, Mary McHugh.”


“Ah. Mary.” David fell silent for several minutes, looking at the photo. He stood, suddenly, and walked to the wall. He stood staring at a medal hanging on a wooden plaque.


“I won this here for valor. Ha. I was a paper-pusher during the war, and they awarded me medals for valor. Do you know what I did to win this particular medal? I wrote a memo.”


“A memo?”


“Yes. It was for Montgomery. Something about supply lines in France. I don’t remember precisely. Doesn’t matter. They gave me this for a few words I wrote.”


Christine was silent, waiting for David to speak, to tell her about Mary.


“Moiré.”


“I’m sorry?”


“Her family knew her as Moiré. I called her Mary. So did everyone else in the Hall.”


“Yes. I’ve met her brother and his family. I’m actually staying with her nephew.”


“Ah. What was his name? Sam? Shaun? Something near. She talked about him often.”


“I’m trying to find out about Mary. My mother is insisting on it. Mary just passed away, you see.”


“Ah. I wondered, when I saw you. I thought of her.”


“Do I look much like her?”


“No, not really. Something in the eyes, in the cheeks.”


David walked back to her, sat down again.


“She was beautiful, you know. So was I.”


“How long did she work for you?”


“Oh, a while.”


He was tensing up, she could see. She didn’t want to push him, to piss him off.


“Why did she stop working for you? Why did she come to America?”


David turned his face from her, and his chest began to heave and shake.


“Please. Please just leave it alone. She’s dead, and I won’t be much longer myself. Just let it die with us.” His voice quavered. “Please. I can’t help you. Please just leave.”


“All right. I’m sorry.”


“Just leave.”


Christine stood, and taking one last long look at the man she now knew to be the key to the story, she walked out the front door, down the porch, and across the path surrounded by a grey and dying garden, through the gate and away.

*
*
*

Moiré was singing softly to herself as she entered the café. The small bell attached to the door rang behind her and Charles, the owner, waved a quick greeting.


“Excuse me,” he said, “you just missed your aunt. She left only moments ago, heading that way.”


Moiré exited the café and took brisk strides in the direction Charles had pointed. Her teeth were clenched, hands balled in fits that bunched the brown wool gloves in her palm. Something must be very wrong for Agatha to have arrived early and then left without waiting for her.


The clapping of her shoes came faster on the cobblestone sidewalks as she spotted a woman poured into a garish floral dress. “Agatha! Agatha!” she called.


Agatha turned, the sunlight illuminated her hair, and highlighted blue streaks in the miserable dye job that Moiré had come to know her for. Agatha smiled tightly. She stood mid-stride facing the other direction.


“Dear, it’s lovely to see you. I was worried,” Agatha said.

“Worried, about me? What’s wrong?”


Agatha adjusted the red handbag she carried so it was in front of her. Then she took a step toward Moiré. “I thought I was late. After several cups of tea I left thinking something might have happened to you.”


“It’s only one o’clock. We agreed to meet at half past.” She spoke softly. “I have it written down here on my calendar.” She produced a small bound notebook from her tweed bag and flipped to the date. Moiré wondered if Agatha’s boss was aware of her memory problem.


A loud chuckle escaped Agatha’s throat when Moiré found today’s 12:30 meeting on the calendar. When the laughter wore down to short giggles she said, “There you have it, little niece.”


Moiré sighed. “Should we go back to the café, or would you prefer somewhere else?”


“The café would be fine. I want to try one of those lemon scones I saw in the case.”


The day was foggy and the entire sky glowed pink. Neither Agatha nor Moiré wore a sweater, although Moiré could see a conservative navy blue scarf peeking out of Agatha’s bag. She assumed it would be part of the more normal ensemble Agatha would change into after the meeting.


“Ah, you’re something, Mary. Sometimes a woman in love can be very forgetful.”


Moiré nibbled at the left corner of her lip, “You have a very active imagination. Trust me when I say there is no romance in my life.”


Opening the glass door to the café, Moiré noticed the red letters with the café hours on it had been recently repainted.


“Ladies, twice in one day. I’m honored,” Charles said.


“That’s kind of you. And I’d be tickled if I could have one of the lemon scones and another pot of mint tea,” Agatha said.


“Absolutely Madam.”


Agatha selected a table in the café center. As always, Charles had put flowers in the center of each table. Agatha plucked the small yellow rose from its vase and tucked it into her gray curly hair.


“So, what’s got you in such a tizzy that you would make me wait half an hour?”


Moiré didn’t point out that Agatha was usually later than that to their meetings. “Perhaps I’ve been juggling too much lately.”


“Oh?” Agatha raised her eyebrows and leaned forward.


“It’s nothing, really.”


“You silly girl. Go ahead and confide in old Agatha.” She reached across the table and patted Moiré’s arm. “It can’t be that bad. Is Jane still bothering you?”


Sighing, Moiré gave in. “I suppose that’s part of it. We did have a fight a while back. But most recently, I was nearly caught er- dusting in David’s office.”


“If he did find you in there, why not tell him that’s what you were doing. Dusting.” She shrugged.


“I’m sure you’re aware of his promotion. With all the sensitive information in his office I’m certain he’d be suspicious.”


“How do you know he isn’t already?”


“David trusts me implicitly. He holds me in very high regard.”


Charles brought out a pot of mint tea with two green ceramic cups and placed a scone with a sprinkle of sugar crystals in front of Agatha.


“Lovely.” she clasped her hands in a grateful gesture. With a nod he shuffled off behind the counter again.


“Perhaps another reason why I’ve been so forgetful lately. My mind is just filled with questions about David, his job, my career. It’s beginning to feel overwhelming.” She sagged in her chair and wrapped her hands around the mug. “That reminds me.” Moiré took a recipe box out from her purse. “Thank you for sharing some of your famous family recipes.”


“Must’ve been a welcome respite from Jane’s sins against cuisine.  Try these as well.” She passed Moiré an envelope.


Moiré took it slowly, without any vigor, and tucked it into her coat pocket “I’m just exhausted.”


Agatha shook her head. “Oh, honey. When was the last time you went out?”


“Huh?”


“If you don’t even remember what ‘out’ is, then you must take a break. Go out with friends, take your mind off of things. Live!” Agatha spread her arms in a wild gesture and looked up at the ceiling.


“You really missed your calling as an actress,” Moiré said.

Agatha winked. “No I didn’t.”

*
*
*

Christine turned the key to Michael’s door and stepped inside the flat, tossing her bag on the floor. After all she went through to contact David, he turned her away, barely speaking with her. She walked to the couch and plopped down without removing her jacket. She needed to call Irene. Or maybe she’d go out to take her mind off things. She still hadn’t been to Buckingham or Kensington Palace yet, or many other tourist spots in London. She wanted to see the changing of the guard and if the Beefeaters really were as expressionless as everyone said, but both palaces were located all the way on the other side of the city. 

She changed her mind and got up, heading towards the kitchen. A cup of tea sounded nice and Michael had plenty of it lying around. She put the kettle on the stove, selected a bag of Earl Grey, and gazed out the window, watching a blackbird flutter from tree to tree. After a few minutes the kettle began to whistle. She brought her mug into the living room to steep while she called Irene. Better to get it over with now. 

“Hey, Mom.” 

“Hi, Christine.” Irene said.. 

“You sound tired. I can call you tomorrow.” 

“No. I’m fine. Please tell me what you’ve been up to.” 

“Well, I went to see someone who grandma worked with. He was her boss actually.” 

“Really?” 

Christine took a sip of her tea before answering, “Yes, she was his personal secretary. His name is David Lennox. He was Captain in the British Army at the time.”

“What did you two talk about?”

“Not much. He asked me to leave not long after I got there.” Christine sighed.

“Why?” 

“He seemed,” Christine paused, “I don’t know, uncomfortable. Very tense.” 

“Did he tell you anything?”

“He told me that they worked together. When I asked how long, he started to get upset. He told me to just let it go, let it die with him.” 

“Let what die with him?” 

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out, Mom.” 

“Have you thought about going to see him again?” 

“Its crossed my mind, but I won’t go too soon. Give him sometime to cool down.” 

“I think you should go back right away. The sooner the better. He must have a reason for shutting you out.” 

“He’s an old man, Mom. I can’t just go over there and demand that he talk to me. I don’t want to kill him.” 

“No one is telling you to murder the man, Christine. Be assertive, but be polite.”

“I’ll go back in a few days.” 

“Good. So have you been sight seeing at all?” 

“Not really. I’ve been to a few parks. I went to Whitehall and took the tour. That’s how I found David. I went to Piccadilly Circus, Trafalgar Square, and that’s it.” 

“Squeeze in some sights. This is a vacation also. Have a little fun. Go to Buckingham Palace, the Tower of London, the British Museum, Harrods.” 

“You want to do all of this. Why didn’t you come with me?” Christine was beginning to get irritated. 

“I couldn’t take the time off. I’m thinking about going soon, though, to meet everybody. Did you go to Abbey Road?” Irene asked eagerly, changing the subject.

“Abbey Road?”

“The Beatles, Christine, the Beatles. You know the album Abbey Road, where they’re all in the cross walk. Honestly, Christine, you should know this.” 

“Why should I know that? But I’ll try just for you.” Christine said. 

“I was just asking a question.” 

Christine stood up to stretch, and took her mug back into the kitchen. Then she walked over to the mantle and picked up one of the many pictures. “You want to hear about everyone?” 

“Yes, tell me about them.”

“Well I’ve met Seamus, Jane, and, of course, Michael. I told you about him, he owns the bookstore. And Seamus is wonderful, but Jane seemed a little distant. I got the impression that she didn’t like Grandma too much. Something about the Irish and the British. I should’ve paid more attention in history. Molly and Sarah I haven’t met.” Christine lowered her voice. “And Anne committed suicide.” 

“Did you say suicide? Why are you whispering?” 

“I’m not whispering. Michael said that Anne isn’t talked about. He’s downstairs.” 

“That’s too bad,” Irene said. 

“Terrible. Well, Mom, I guess I should go.” 

“Ok. Go see David soon.” 

“I will, mom. I’ll call you again before I go.” 

Christine hung up the phone. She had a few more hours before Michael closed the store. She put the picture that back on the mantle. Everything that she wanted and needed to know relied on David, but Christine still didn’t know if she should go back over there and bother him. Irene was right about him hiding something. She went back into the kitchen to make another cup 
of tea. Then she curled up on the couch and opened the copy of Selected Poems Michael had given her. Every time she tried to read them, she ended up dozing. This time wasn’t any different.

Chapter 9

Michael was buried in a novel that might have been older than Seamus. He looked up from the yellowed pages as Christine entered the store. Her black hair was tied up in a bun, a jade pin holding it together. Black inch and a half heels complemented her dress, a gray and black print of modest design. A light green suede half-jacket that she’d found in the Camden Town market completed her ensemble. 

“You look fancy,” he said. 


“Thanks. I decided to dress up for the occasion.” He put a marker between the pages and rose to meet her.


“Well, shall we be off? Wouldn’t want them to start without us.” Michael led the way towards the door. 


Molly lived outside of London, in Ulcombe, county Kent. The fields stretched out for miles around the highway, the green expanse broken only by thick stone fences. Christine could see smoke trailing from chimneys into the wind as the car pulled off the main thoroughfare. Michael drove past the small downtown part of Ulcombe and along shrub-lined roads towards a group of stone houses.


There were already a few cars parked near Molly’s house. The curtains were drawn and silhouettes of people moved around behind them. Michael and Christine approached the front door and stopped just short as it swung open and noise from inside came pouring out. A young man held the door open and shouted back inside before turning to see Michael.


“Uncle?” He trotted over to them. He hugged Michael and then eyed Christine.


“Who’s this now, Uncle? Been out at the pub again, have we?” His smile was wide and friendly. 


“Oh no, my boy. Let me introduce you. This is Christine Baker, a cousin.”


“Hi.” Christine extended her hand.


“A cousin… wait, the American?” He took her hand and raised it to his lips. “Connor McHugh miss.” He looked at the both of them for a second, seemingly satisfied, before nodding and slipping past them onto the lawn.


“I got to be going now, Molly wants me to pick some things up at the store for her.” He closed the door of his car and backed out.


“He’s a gentleman.” she said. They both looked after the car disappearing around the corner.


“Connor, he’s a wily one. Good with the ladies.” He headed for the open door, holding it steady he paused and looked back at Christine.


“Well come on then, meet the rest of them.”


Strange but pleasant smells of food greeted her inside the house. The scent of cloves, rosemary, and something Christine couldn’t quite place hung in the air. She took off her coat and hung it next to Michael’s on the rack beside her. Michael checked his belt line and walked towards two men sitting on a couch. One of them rose to meet him; the other remained on the couch, eyes fixed to the television. 


“Michael, good to see you, man.”


“Ah, Arthur, been a long time hasn’t it?”


“Ian. Watching a little football, eh? How’s Arsenal doing this year?” The man on the couch gave Michael a sour look and turned back towards the television. 


“Right, lads, let me introduce to you my cousin.” The news finally brought the sulking man’s attention away from the television. 

Arthur smiled and put his hand out. “Arthur Wilcox ma'am.” 

“Christine Baker”

“And how are you related to this clan of ruffians?”

“My grandma was Seamus’s sister.”

“Oh,” He raised an eyebrow in Michael’s direction.

“Ian here is a cousin of yours as well,” Michael said, and gestured toward the man on the couch. 

Ian looked at Christine, grunted his approval, and turned back to the TV. It was Michael’s turn to give a sour look. He grabbed her shoulder.

“Come on Christine, plenty more people to meet.”

They moved out of the front room and into a smaller one dominated by a large table laden with food and drink. He snatched a roll from a basket and ushered her into the kitchen. People gathered around simmering pots, leaned against the counters, bantered back and forth.

As soon as they entered they were mobbed by relatives. Michael made introductions all around. Christine was grateful for Michael’s help: names, places, all kinds of subjects she should avoid with the various people.

Names were spinning around in Christine’s head: McHugh’s from Britain; McHugh’s from Ireland; cousins with Irish names and cousins with British accents; and somebody, apparently, was Welsh. It was all too much to take in. An hour later, Christine was no closer to understanding who she was related to than she was to understanding most of what they were saying to her. The mixture of accents was confusing, as were the languages some people spoke. She felt like shutting down and staring into her wine glass for the rest of the evening, when supper was announced. 


Seamus sat at the head of the table, Michael and Christine to his right, Jane, Sarah, and Molly to his left. They bowed their heads for prayer. Christine could remember her own mother and grandmother doing the same at their own tables, slapping her hand if she tried to eat too soon, and chastising her harshly if she fooled around during prayer. Many times the old woman was a strict disciplinarian. Many more times she was a paragon of love and kindness; reading to Christine when she had the flu in eighth grade, buying her granddaughter her first beer when she was sixteen, and winking slyly during Mass, winks which said “This will be over soon.” 


Molly caught Christine’s attention and leaned forward. 

“So, Christine. Tell us about our aunt, your grandmother Moiré.” There was a strange emphasis on Moiré. Christine took a sip of wine and began. 


“Well, after immigrating to America, she moved to Chicago and met a man named Russell Cassler. They settled down and had four children: my mother Irene, her sisters Elizabeth and Maureen, and John. Moiré stayed busy while she raised her kids; she volunteered at St. Patrick’s Cathedral a lot and was pretty much a housewife. When all the kids were out of the house, she became more involved with the church, went to mass every day.”

Everyone was listening to her talk, Seamus nodded his head as he listened to the story again; Jane sipped some brandy from her glass. Molly, Sarah, and Michael all smiled when she mentioned Mary’s devotion to the church, even laughed a little. 

Christine sipped the last of her wine from the glass and handed it to Eva, a beautiful young girl. Molly and a few of the other women in the room were collecting dishes and taking them into the kitchen. She rose from her chair and went over to the fireplace. Next to the hearth sat a woman and her baby. 


“Hi there, little one.” Christine smiled at the infant and sat down opposite the woman. Her name was Grace, one of the few that she could remember from before dinner. Grace smiled at the child’s fascination with Christine. 


“Her name’s Katie.” Grace readjusted the baby in her arms.


“How old is she?”


“Seven months.” Grace rocked her for a moment more before Katie began to wail.


“Oh. Is it dinner time now?” Grace cooed. She looked up at Christine and asked, “Would you mind holding her for a second? I need to find her bottle.” She leaned forward and lifted the baby towards Christine.


“Oh, I don’t know.” 

“It’s just for a second.”

“Oh, okay, sure.” Taking the baby in her arms Christine held the child to her chest and looked at the face. She was in England holding a newborn baby, her cousin. Christine felt hot, she didn’t know if it was from the wine, or from holding Katie. Their faces only inches away now, they studied each other intently, neither taking their eyes off one another. Christine could somehow imagine her mother’s eyes on her. A comforting thought. 

*
*
*

Moiré sat bolt upright in her bed, the sweat cold on her face and chest. Her eyes focused on the moonlight pouring through the window. Small particles of dust hovered in the silver beam.

“Oh, David,” she said quietly.

She groped around the nightstand beside her for the pack of Benson & Hedges. She leaned back against the pillow and lit the match; she watched it burn for a moment. She exhaled deeply and watched the smoke twist and twirl through the air. The match light faded into black.


Dressing that morning, Moiré’s thoughts kept drifting back to David. As she came down the stairs she could hear the rest of the household up and moving in the kitchen. Molly’s cheerful voice came from the bottom of the staircase.

“Good morning, Auntie Mary.” She was such a good lass.

“Good morning, dear.” Moiré sounded tired.

“Did you sleep well?”

“Yes dear. Now, lets go get some breakfast and fill ourselves up. We need a good meal in the morning.” She corralled the small body in front of her towards the open doorway. Moiré liked the little girl; she was her niece regardless of who her mother was. Molly bounded away into the kitchen and Moiré followed her as far as the doorjamb. 

Seamus was fiddling with an old radio that he had found a few weeks earlier. As she came in the door, he was pounding on it with his shoe.


“You’ll break it that way. And why do you want it on this early anyhow? It’s eight in the morning.”


“I’m just giving it a little love, a little attention, that’s all.”


Jane smiled at that. Then she noticed Moiré. 

“Oh, Good morning love. Would you like your tea?”

“Yes, thank you.” Moiré  went over to the table and sat down. She glanced at the stove. The beans were bubbling and the odor of burning bacon stung Moiré’s nose. Seamus sat down across the table from Moiré. She straightened up and put on a pleasant expression. He smiled at her and turned to ruffle Michael’s hair. The radio was spouting advertisements softly into the kitchen space. The speaker crackled and the announcer’s voice came through the static.

“BBC News Bulletin for the 31st of May, 1941. Dublin has been attacked!”

Jane gasped and turned toward the radio, almost knocking over the pot of cooked beans. Seamus rose from the table and turned the volume up as far as it would go. The voice grew louder.


“Early this morning, just after midnight, Army search lights went into operation in the Republic of Ireland. There had been many reports of aircraft over the eastern seaboard and explosions at sea. At 12:30 AM, guns of the Anti-aircraft battalion opened fire on aircraft above Dublin proper.”



Moiré sat as if paralyzed. Dublin was burning. 


Her thoughts were chaotic as she tried to remember what information she had passed on to Agatha. Why had they bombed Dublin? What did this mean?


“At 1:30 AM, the first bombs dropped on North Richmond Street and Rutland Place. Another bomb fell near the Dog Pond pumping station in Phoenix Park, damaging some parts of the Dublin Zoo but causing no injuries among staff or animal there. Also, reports say that this bomb damaged the windows of Aras an Uactarain, the residence of the Irish President Douglas Hyde...”

Moiré was in shock. Could she be responsible for this, for the death of her countrymen? She looked around the table.


Michael was looking to his father, asking him what it meant. Molly and Sarah were holding hands, the older sister whispering to the younger that everything would be all right. They didn’t know anyone back in Ireland, but they knew what a bombing was. The children remembered their own home battered by the falling iron. Moiré thought of the ruins of London, the devastation of carpet bombing, and the smell of charred flesh. She remembered this and imagined what was going on in Dublin. Moiré thought back to the last time that she was there.


It was just before she had gotten on the ship to England. She herself had walked down O’Connell, passing the General Post Office paying her respects to the last battleground of the 1916 Easter Rising. She had paced the cobblestone walks of the Liffy and raised a half pint in the pubs with the girls of Dublin, singing the republic. Now, German bombs may have killed all of those people. She paled as the faces of those women lit her memory, each one cheerful and bright.


Jane was staring at Seamus with concern. What does she care, thought Moiré. As her gaze followed Jane’s she focused on Seamus’s eyes. They were locked on her own. His usually bright blue eyes were dark and stormy. 

 
“Tiocfaidh ar la.” His voice trembled as he murmured the accusation. The announcer’s voice interrupted him.

“…Not since the Blitz of Belfast have we seen such mayhem and devastation on Irish soil… At 2:05 AM came the most horrific of the morning’s events. What has turned out to be a German ‘Land Mine’ fell on the North Stand Road between the ‘Five Lamps’ and Newcommon Bridge. This weapon ripped apart the entire section of the city and left it in ruins. As a stunned Emergency services set about their search for survivors, LDF and LSF forces cordoned off the area. Mobile Units of St. John’s Ambulance hurried to the scene and provided much needed aid. The more seriously injured were transferred to local hospitals. As reports stand currently there are 34 dead, with 90 injured and approximately 300 houses damaged or destroyed. It is estimated that almost 400 people will be left homeless by the destruction in Dublin City.”



The words echoed in the silent kitchen. The radio banter could be heard down the lightless hallways.


The streets were empty this early in the morning. Moiré paid the cab driver and walked to the café.


Charles greeted her, “Madam is here early this morning. Coffee is still brewing.”


“I don’t mind waiting.”


“Sit. Sit. It will be ready soon.”


She sat at a table near the door, not bothering to remove her coat. The café was deserted, and smelled like vinegar instead of the usual pastries. When she commented on it he explained, “Vinegar is a good cleaner. I will put some bread in the oven to cover it up.”


He left through a door that led to the kitchen. The familiar bell on the front door sounded behind Moiré. She turned around to see a stout woman about her same height walking toward the table. The stranger sat across from Moiré, who opened her mouth and was about to say something.


“I am Agatha. You have documents for me.” The woman said. Her tone was commanding and grave.


“Where’s Agatha?” she stuttered.

 
“I am Agatha.”


Charles brought her coffee. Moiré stared at the woman across from her and forgot to thank him.


“But Agatha, she was my friend. I need to know what’s happened to her?”


“She is fine, but isn’t coming anymore. More than this, I cannot say.”


“Okay,” she whispered. Taking an envelope out of her purse she set it down on the table and left, her coffee untouched.

Chapter 10

Christine lifted the knocker for the second time at two o’clock in the afternoon. David would have had his lunch, and maybe a glass of wine, and might be in the mood for some conversation. After a few moments she heard clacking footsteps coming down the long hallway, and soon Anne opened the door.

Anne’s eyes hardened, crow’s feet appeared at their corners. “Good afternoon, miss,” she said.

“How is Mr. Lennox today?”

“Sir is very well, miss.”

“I wondered if I could see him.”

She said, “I must ask, miss.”

“Of course. Would you take this to him?” Christine reached into her purse and held out a flat gold teardrop with a thin chain piled around it.

Anne nodded and asked her to step inside. She waited in the foyer as the maid clacked back down the hallway and disappeared. The house appeared less grand this time than it had the last; the ceilings were not as high, the halls not as wide, and it seemed just a bit more empty. It was the home of someone who had lost touch with the outside. She heard Anne coming and met her halfway up the hall.

“Please come with me, miss.”

Christine followed her down the main hall, and then a short corridor to the very back of the house, passing a series of identical closed doors, white with gold-trimmed inlays. Anne paused at the last one and then rapped softly with her brown knuckles as she opened it.

“Miss Baker to see you, sir.”

Christine shut the door and found herself in a den of some kind. She wondered what David would call it, a drawing room or something. Her dad had a room like this in the Chicago house, a dark-paneled hideaway with a large desk covered in papers, most of them old Christmas letters or newspaper clippings about dogs that call 911. This one had a desk too, a big mahogany piece, but its top was entirely clear. Tall bookshelves lined all four walls, except for the one on the outside, which contained three large windows cloaked by thin, lacy curtains. David sat in a plump leather armchair, and he did not seem to move at all as she came in. The locket lay on a round end table next to him.

She slid her thumb over the leather grain of her purse, leaving a film of perspiration. “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. Lennox.”

He turned his head slowly; his eyes were rheumy and distant. “Sit down, my dear,” he said. “I must apologize for the last time we met.”

“No, I understood why—”

He waved a hand to quiet her, it fluttered in the air like a kerchief. “I admit a part of me didn’t truly believe you. Sometimes it’s difficult to recall if all of that really happened. The war, and everything.” His fingers crept over the arm of his chair and brushed the locket, and his eyes slowly followed.

“I found that with her things,” Christine said. “It had your name.”

He turned it over and read the inscription. “It’s finally happened, then.”

“What has?”

“The words I chose came true.”

She wasn’t sure what he meant, but agreed that they certainly had come true. There was a soft bump outside the door and then Anne entered, pulling behind her a cart bearing a teakettle and a platter of scones. David closed his fist around the locket and drew his arm back to the chair as Anne arranged the tea on his table. She poured two cups and once David was settled with his delivered one to Christine. She took a few sips and when Anne was gone David opened his hand and gazed again at the locket.

“Would you like to know a story about Mary?”

“Yes.”

“She asked me about the blackout once. I remember it very clearly. She was wearing one of those pencil skirts the girls often wore in those days. I suppose you wouldn’t know.”

Christine shook her head.

“During the blitz you couldn’t find the merest light after six o’clock. One of the young women in our typing pool was killed in an auto accident at night. It happened quite a bit in those days, I’m afraid, and this girl was particularly well liked.”

“What was her name?”

David put his hand alongside his cheek and rolled his eyes upward. “I don’t recall. She was a young Irish girl, though. Like Mary. And that morning I heard her — she worked in a little room adjoining mine — I heard her singing. Very softly.”

“She used to sing to me, I think. I can’t really remember either.”

David looked at her. Something seemed to be dawning on him, some seed finally germinating. “What songs did she sing?” His breath wavered a little. She noticed for the first time a shaking tic in his right arm.

“I don’t know. They were sad, mostly. At least they sounded that way.”

“The song she sang that day was ‘The Minstrel Boy.’ Do you know it?”

“No.”

“That was the first time I’d heard it. I rose from my desk,” he gestured toward the one in the room, “and moved very quietly to her door. She was singing over the racket of a typewriter. She was typing my letters.”

“How does it go?”

“She’d sing only the first couplet, and then silence for a while, the banging of keys, and then the first couplet again. The minstrel boy to the war is gone, in the ranks of death you’ll find him...”

“Is that an Irish song?”

“Yes. I quoted the lines to a colleague, and he informed me of its political nature. It has to do with Irish rebellion.”

“I see.”

“A subject very dear to your grandmother’s heart.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“I found it quite beautiful.” He picked a scone off of the tray and broke it in half. A dusting of crumbs fell into his lap. “In those days I thought I saw the world quite clearly. I was not a tolerant young man. It is one of life’s great mysteries that I had such a position of influence then, a captain in the King’s Imperial Staff, when I was such a fool, and that now when I understand the world so well, it has forgotten that I exist.”

“That’s not true.”

“My dear, don’t count yourself. You are a most rare aberration. You share Mary’s talent for well-intentioned cruelty.”

“What do you mean?”

“Seeing you here— I have been remiss in my duties. I am glad of that, though. Matters would not have been improved had I done otherwise.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Let me finish my story. After I learned the title of the song I set out to find the words. It wasn’t as easy to find those sorts of things then as it is now, but an hour or two in the library was enough. I was particularly struck by one stanza. Are you familiar with poetry?”

“I’m beginning to be.”

“Let me see if I can remember:

‘Land of Song,’ said the warrior bard,

‘Tho’ all the world betrays thee,

One sword, at least, thy rights shall guard,

One faithful harp shall praise thee.’‘

“The inscription,” Christine said.

David nodded gravely. “I’m beginning to wonder who I was thinking of when I decided upon that line. I was no friend of Ireland, Miss Baker. In fact, I hardly regarded them at all. I thought a man was defined by his choice of enemies, and Germany was my enemy. Ireland was an occasional nuisance. But that song spoke to me. It was as if the words had been written for my dilemma at that very moment.”

“This story isn’t really about Mary, is it?”

He smiled, and with one hand brushed the crumbs from his thighs. “Old men make history in their own image.”

“It’s alright. What was your dilemma?”

David took a sip of his tea and cleared his throat. “Her. She was a very complicated person, your grandmother. In a way that she was not herself aware of.”

“You seem very complicated as well.”

David smiled. “Undoubtedly. But she was in a class all her own. It’s similar to the way a diamond is formed; a conspiracy of pressures. On the day that I heard her singing, a girl was dead. A young Irish girl had died for the sake of England. For England’s war. It wasn’t until too late that I recognized the pressures influencing poor Mary.”

“What were they?”

“You know, the Irish things. I’ve never understood them, I simply have a name to call them now.”

The tic in his right arm had calmed. He sat with his body leaning to the left, one finger tracing the rim of his tea cup. Christine could see he was coming to something, something that had been a long way off. She guessed that when you were old you had a lot of memories to sort through before you found the one you wanted.

“I’ve encountered a few of those Irish things in the rest of her family,” she said.

“Oh yes, she stayed with her brother. What was his name?”

“Seamus. Have you met him?”

“Goodness, no,” he said. “And for that I’m very glad.”

“He’s not like the rest of them. He’d probably love to meet you.”

“No. He would not. I took his sister from him.”

A thousand permutations of that image ran through Christine’s head; David and Mary together, their hands locked maybe, a secret kiss in a dark hallway, or something more sinister, a lie, and a flight. She could feel the truth out there somewhere, and a thrill passed up her spine.

“Were you and Mary—”

David shook his head. His right hand began to tremble again. “Such a thing was improper then.”

“But there were feelings?”

“I’ve already told you more than I care to.”

Christine leaned forward, started to reach out a hand. “I have to know, David.”

“You may call me Captain Lennox,” he snapped. She took her hand back but fixed him with her gaze.

“When was the last time anyone called you captain?”

For a few moments he blinked at her, and then reached for his teacup. The left hand was trembling as well. “Perhaps I’m not so wise. If I were I would never have allowed you in my home. At the very least I should lie to you. It’s something Churchill said: ‘History will be kind to me, for I intend to write it.’ If only I had that sort of wisdom.”

“I’d prefer the truth.”

“You think so.” His face was in profile to her, looking at the window, through the gauzy curtains at the outlines of trees, the dark shadow of a bird passing outside. “I wonder if you even know what you’re looking for.”

“Maybe I don’t. But I think you do.”

He laughed, a dry, quick burst. “Very well. To answer your question, Miss Baker, the last time someone called me captain, without a sense of irony, that is, was 1946. I retired directly after the war.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“Never mind that. I retired precisely so I wouldn’t be known as a rank anymore. It’s just something I dredge up to impress a pretty girl now and again.”

Christine smiled. “Does it work?”

“It did once. But only for a short time.”

“Were you married?”

He nodded. “It was never fated to go well. I was...damaged.”

She waited for him to continue, but he seemed to have finished so she asked, “By what?”

“The same thing that afflicted everyone in the whole mess. Doubt. About what you’re doing, what it is you’ve allowed yourself to be swept along in. I see now that it was the same for the other side, the Germans. But it was different for me than a front line soldier, I never raised a rifle, never killed by my own hand. And I praise God that Britain was not involved in settling the matter with Japan. Can you imagine having that on your conscience?”

“What was it for you, then?”

“Questions of duty. Of whom I should pledge myself to. After the war I sought out new lines of work, ones that would not ask me to decide between two evils, but give me one evil to make peace with.”

“Is all work evil?”

“All of mine has been.” His right hand shook.

“What did you do?”

“A number of things. My education was in the law, so for a time I wrote briefs for a London firm. After the divorce I managed a pencil factory in Keswick. By the way, my dear, if you ever want to make a decade of your life disappear, manage a pencil factory in Keswick.”

“None of it sounds evil, though.”

“That,” he said, “is because you’ve yet to recognize evil’s truest form. A slow wasting away of a man in a place he doesn’t belong.”

For a moment Christine was reminded of the erratic dispatches from Chicago, her mother’s voice on the phone, telling her grandma’s sick, she’s worse, and the reply from her end: “That’s too bad...”

“No,” she said. David tilted his head to the side and met her eyes. “I’ve seen it happen. To my grandmother.”

He closed his eyes, his chin dropped. “Perhaps I chose the wrong evil.”

“I don’t mean that she was in pain.”

He held his eyes shut for a while longer, and they were as silent as wax figurines. When he opened them again they were filled with tears. “But she suffered,” he said.

“You’ve got to tell me about her.” She said it quickly before she realized what was happening. It was scary to see an old man cry. There was no noise, just a repeated heaving of his chest, and an intermittent, messy inhalation. After a few moments of panicked deliberation she glided from her chair to crouch at the side of his, and ran her hand across his shoulders. “I’m sorry,” she said. It was all she could think of, so she said it again. “I’m sorry.”

His left hand reached up and settled on hers. After a minute his breathing composed and what had overcome him seemed to subside. Christine relaxed, but she could still feel David’s warm hand and made no attempt to extricate herself. Now he was slumped, vacant, still except for the persistent oscillations of his hand, like he was jiggling a doorknob. There was a look of defeat on his face that she had not seen before.

Suddenly he spoke. “As you can see, Miss Baker, I have yet to make peace with my evils.”

“What does it have to do with Mary?”

“I have not yet revealed to you my greatest trespass. All my life I have intended that it should die with me.” He stared straight ahead, at her empty chair. “But you must tell me, did she suffer? Was she unhappy?”

“At the end, maybe. Her husband died a few years ago, so she was alone for a while. But when she was younger...” Christine didn’t know anything about when she was younger. She let it hang.

“She had a good husband?”

“He was a good grandfather. Always remembered my birthdays.”

This seemed to satisfy him. He turned his red-rimmed gaze to her. “You asked me about feelings before, and I told you they were improper. Never have I been more certain of that than now.”

“Will you tell me about it?”

He leaned away from her and lifted his tea cup from the table. “It’s gone cold.” Then he set it down again, and reached for a dark wooden cane leaning against the wall, and used it to struggle to his feet. She stood as well, and watched him as he labored around the circumference of the huge mahogany desk and pulled back the chair tucked underneath.

“I was sitting right here,” he said, stroking the chairback with his free hand, which had returned to a minute tremor. “I retired just as the War Office was looking to be rid of all the old relics. My last assignment was to take this behemoth with me.”

She nodded and tapped the wood with her index finger.

“I sat here, and your grandmother often sat just near where you are. Taking notes while I prattled on about supply lines and other nonsense. It was quite the arrangement.”

“She was your assistant.”

“That’s what I thought, as well. In fact, neither of us knew the other’s true character. We did not know ourselves. However, we discovered each other.”

“What do you mean?”

“It was behind this very desk that she revealed me as a traitor.”

“A traitor?”

“I had harbored a...what did we call them? A mole. A passer of information. Things escaped my office and found their way, through channels I dare not guess, to the hands of the enemy.”

“And you knew about it?”

“For a while, no. But ignorance is no defense. When the culprit was unmasked, I arranged for their escape. I sold my country, and though no one else has ever known it, in my own mind I have been hanged a thousand times.”

And suddenly the tumblers of Christine’s mind snapped into place, and she found herself at the heart of the story. “You discovered her.”

“Once I learned the true nature of the black-Irish, it became impossible to ignore. There had been clues, of course. And I had heard the words of that song, and stewed over them, and when she finally made a slip, it left me with my two evils to consider.”

“It was her neck or yours.”

“Yes. Though perhaps it has been both of ours.” His head tilted back slightly as he considered that, seemingly for the first time. “It must’ve been quite exciting for her. Making a fool of the British that way. I still feel that she was terribly misguided, but she cannot bear that blame. As I said before, it was a conspiracy of pressures, not a force of her own.”

“I don’t know how to feel about this.”

“If you want my advice,” he said, “don’t feel at all. I’ve spent a lifetime on it, and no answer has come.”

He worked his way back around the desk and headed for the door, his cane making soft thuds in the carpet each time it landed. He went out into the hallway and Christine joined him on a slow trek back to the front door.

“I’m sorry to have to ask you to leave again,” he said. “When one is my age one can only stand so much.”

“I understand.”

He glanced over at her quickly and licked his lips. “What do you...intend to do with this information?”

She shook her head. “I have no idea.”

“I would tell you to do as I have done, to keep it secret, but it hardly matters now. And you can see the good that approach has done me. So I will say do as seems fit to you.”

“Thank you.”

He smiled at her. Anne met them as they approached the foyer. “Will you require a taxi, miss?”

Christine declined, and as the door opened before her and light flooded in she had a short, but powerful notion that all of life’s questions had answers. That somewhere out there the solution for every puzzle was waiting to be discovered. Half an hour later, as she squinted up at a vandalized map of the London Underground in a station and at three or four different trains idling in the bays, fumes rising from their undercarriages, the feeling had dissipated a little, but the fact remained that she had a solved at least one of them. It was the answers that now puzzled her. Ah well, she thought. The minstrel boy to the war...
Chapter 11

Now it came to this. The sea, the horizon, the end. There was always a vague fear for Moiré of the ocean, its world without end, but it was here now more than ever. She could taste the salt from where she stood at the wharf. A pale light was creeping into the eastern sky, but the ocean was dark. There was the thought of the boats out there, the German ones, coasting along just beneath the waves, like the dark forms of sharks. Maybe the captain or the pilot has a shipping schedule pinned to the steel console in front of him that somehow found its way from a locked filing cabinet in Whitehall to the desk of a German naval officer in a dingy, harshly lit room underground in Norway, who sent it along for translation and distribution amongst glory seeking U-Boat captains looking to carve notches in the metal casing of their ship’s torpedo tubes while the crew gives three cheers and prepares to collect the survivors.

And even beyond that, should she somehow slip the noose altogether, there are the long, unknown shores of America to contend with, a teeming wilderness indifferent to survivors, or perhaps populated only by them. What could she hope to accomplish when her continued existence was as far ahead as she could afford to consider? It seemed, standing there on the docks of Cardiff Harbour, back where she began, that she would never see a familiar face again. No one from the past would ever find her, if her luck held, and she would never meet anyone new. The few other passengers gathered at the quay kept to themselves; they had general, unremarkable faces that passed from Moiré’s mind the instant she looked away. Only one caught her interest, a shadowed visage far off that she would do well to forget. So it had come to this, she had cheated death, however circumspectly, only to find that the world had died in her place. A horn blasted from the ship, a man in a blue uniform removed the chain across the gangway entrance, and the herd moved forward, all except Moiré, whose mind drifted back.

Back to the War Office, to mistakes she might have made, the smell of rosewater, the glimmer of distrust from another secretary, and that day a week past that put her here, mounting a gangplank at Cardiff, looking back for the first of many times. That day she had come to the office promptly at eight o’clock, as she did every morning, and taken her seat in the anteroom and examined the tray of letters and memorandums awaiting the signature or attention of Captain Lennox. When the man himself shambled in a few minutes later there were rings under his eyes and he did not greet her. He passed through and into his own office. She did not know how he spent the following quarter of an hour, but at eight twenty-five he pressed the buzzer that summoned her inside. She entered and saw that he was standing at the window with his back to her, looking down on Horseguards Avenue.

“Yes, sir?”

He did not move at the sound of her voice, and she began to wonder if he had heard her. After a moment he spoke. “I wonder if you would be so good as to cancel my eight thirty meeting with Lieutenant Blakely.”

“Certainly. I have some correspondence for you to look over as well, sir.”

“Very well. Bring it in after you’ve spoken with Blakely’s girl.”

“May I give the Lieutenant a reason for the cancellation?”

“Tell him I have some pressing matters to attend to.”

“Yes, sir.”

She hurried down the hall to the stairwell and descended one floor. On her way down Moiré wondered what pressing matters required him to stare absently out a window. The door to Blakely’s office was open and Elizabeth banged on a typewriter inside.

“Excuse me.”

“Mary, come in,” she said.

“Captain Lennox would like Lieutenant Blakely to know that unfortunately he will not be able to attend their meeting. There are some urgent matters requiring his attention.”

“Thank you, I shall inform him at once.”

“Elizabeth,” Moiré hesitated, running her hand along the molding of the door. “You haven’t heard anything odd, have you?”

“About what?”

“Anything.”

“My dear, it’s a war. There’s nothing exactly normal about it, is there?”

Moiré nodded. “I suppose not.”

“Are you worried about anything in particular? I heard about Dublin, dreadful business. It’s very difficult for everyone at the moment, isn’t it?”

“I best be on my way.”

“See you later, love.”

Moiré strode back upstairs, feeling for the moment very out of place, as if it were her first day again, and that she was garishly, painfully Irish. When she reached her small desk she gathered up an armful of papers and carried them into David’s office. He was now seated and appeared to be studying some documents, but when Moiré entered he looked up quickly and pushed the papers aside.

“There are some letters from the Imperial Staff here,” she said, “and some notices that need your approval.”

“Put them down.”

She obeyed and began to retreat back to her desk when he said quietly for her to stop. She wasn’t certain she had heard him correctly, and hesitated at the door. “Please, come and have a seat, Mary.”

She obeyed him again, and with an immediateness that said she would have followed any order he gave her. He had a pen in his right hand that he tapped against his left palm. His gaze settled on the wall behind her, his maps of Europe and Africa, perhaps, or maybe the door, the way out.

“Mary, we’ve never discussed policy much, have we?”

“No, sir. We haven’t.”

“But then I suppose in a way we have, through correspondence intended for others. It has occurred to me lately that perhaps my greatest error has been in never discovering your policies.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I’m afraid I don’t get your meaning.”

“I wish you wouldn’t call me sir. At this point it is no longer necessary.”

“What point is this?”

David shook his head. “Are you familiar with the plight of Edward VIII? I realize his abdication occurred before your arrival here.”

“I’ve heard a bit about him, yes. I believe it was because of his wife—”

“That’s what they say, yes. But there are rumors that he has made visits to Germany. That he has been a private dinner guest to Adolph Hitler.”

“I see,” Moiré said. David leaned back in his chair and made eye contact with her for the first time.

“I do not feel difficulty in expressing my shame at his actions, since he is no longer my king. I have, however, searched my soul for a reason that a former monarch of Britain should consort with the enemy.”

“Surely he hasn’t continued to do so.”

David shrugged. “He’s the governor of the Bahamian islands now. Who knows what he may be plotting down there with all that sun heating his brains.”

“What reasons have you found?”

“None that satisfy me. I’ve begun to think that reason doesn’t enter into it. However, the whims of Edward should not be my concern.” He stood up from his desk and returned to the window. “England is my concern. And Germany.”

“I agree, sir.”

“I cannot help but wonder what concerns you, Mary.”

“The war effort is just as important to me as to anyone,” she said. He turned his shoulders and looked at her.

“I don’t doubt that,” he said, turning his face back to the window. “In fact, I have only recently become aware of your dedication to the cause.”

Moiré didn’t know what to say. There seemed to be no avenues left for her, so she stayed silent.

“I noticed,” David said, “that you have changed your perfume.”

“Oh. Yes, I did. Some time ago.”

“I liked the old scent better.”

“It was just rosewater. I was sharing it with some of the other girls.” He was still standing with his back to her and made no reply. “Is everything alright, sir?”

He seemed to have run out of sights to occupy him at the window, so he turned and walked to the corner of his desk, a few feet from where Moiré was sitting, and perched himself on the edge of the gleaming oak, his hands clasped together and resting in his lap.

“You don’t look well, David,” she said.

“I confess I haven’t slept much the past few nights. Something troubles me, Mary. Have you ever had that feeling, when you’re standing in a room quite familiar to you, and something is out of place, or missing, and yet you cannot determine what it is?”

“Indeed,” she said, thinking of Seamus’ bedroom. Only there she could place all too well what it was that had gone awry. She thought also of this room, right now, in which something was clearly out of sorts.

“Such a feeling has crept up on me, Mary. I’m not ignorant of history, you know, or of its modern day ramifications. There is something to be said on a person’s behalf for crimes they commit while under its influence.”

“Crimes?”

“Though it is not the government’s official position, I regard Edward VIII as a criminal. I’ll stop just short of calling him a traitor. Do you know why?”

“No, sir.”

“Because he has no justification for his sympathies to Hitler. From birth he was molded to be an Englishman, indeed the leader of all Englishmen, and still he rejected the mantle bestowed upon him. Some say for a woman, but I say for an ideal that he had no right to embrace. To say nothing of the ideal itself, it was not his to entertain. That is the root of his evil. He has no excuses of history to lean upon.”

“David,” she said, but there was nowhere further to go. There were tangling vines encroaching on her, a small, distant window of escape shutting.

“Would you like a cigarette?” He reached into his jacket, removed his case, and flipped it open.

“A last cigarette?”

He smiled sadly and set one between her lips and struck a match. She bent close to him and a stray tress of her dark hair swung down and settled on his thigh. He lit hers and then one for himself and snapped the case shut. She leaned away and he ran a hand over the fabric that her hair had vacated.

“It’s a difficult thing, Mary, fighting a war. This is my first time, you know. And as I’ve said, my greatest error has been my failure to examine my friends as well as my enemies. I’ve always thought of it as two sides, one against the other, but really it’s many sides facing each other at all sorts of oblique angles.”

“We’re a strange pair of angles, aren’t we?”

He nodded and tapped the ash off of his cigarette. “I suppose you know what all this is about.”

“The papers.”

A pale shadow crossed his features and he turned his head away, and for a moment Moiré thought he might be sick. But he recovered himself and said, “Do you know what the government’s official position on Edward VIII is?”

She said that she did not.

“It is that he never wavered in his loyalty to Great Britain. That is my official position as well.”

“I understand.” Against all odds, the vines were receding, the window was opening again.

“I must say, Ms. McHugh, that I have been quite dissatisfied with your work lately. I shall have to release you from your duties.”

He stood up and went around to the back of his desk and sat down. He opened the top right drawer and removed a thin manila envelope.

“You’re familiar enough with these by now,” he said, sliding it across to her.

“What is this?”

“You can’t stay here, Ms. McHugh, and I can’t send you home to plot more betrayals. But I can send you to neither of those places.”

She took the envelope and began to undo the string holding it closed.

“No,” he barked, and then the pale shadow passed across his face again. “Don’t open that here. The papers inside may lead you to safety, or they may get you killed. I’m afraid there are no more enviable options at our disposal.”

She held the envelope in her thin hands, felt a bulge resting at the bottom, and tears welled up in her eyes. “I’ll pray for you, David.”

“And I for you. Though you may not want mine.”

“I’ll want them.”

“I think it’s best if you go now, Ms. McHugh. Be as discreet with that as you have been with the others. Perhaps more discreet.”

She nodded, and stood, and left the office, gathered up her things in the anteroom, left the building, slipped along with a crowd of people down Horseguards Avenue, got on the train at Charing Cross and disappeared not quite without trace. 

She opened the envelope somewhere underground, speeding towards Willesden. It contained a handwritten receipt from the United States Merchant Marine, made out to the Imperial General Staff and good for one second class passage on the SS Mobile, departing Cardiff City Harbor, bound for Charleston by way of New York City. In other words, points unknown. Boarding was to take place promptly at six o’clock in the morning. Back to the beginning, she thought. There was also a bursar’s check of fifty pounds marked “For Severance.” Finally, she removed the bulge. It was a teardrop-shaped brass locket, and on the back an inscription had been engraved: One faithful harp shall praise thee. David. She closed the envelope and folded it inside her purse. The train shuddered around a curve and the overhead lights flickered. Across the aisle from Moiré sat a girl in a Cavendish uniform, skinny legs emerging from her blue dress, stockings laddered, big eyes cast down. Moiré guessed that she was fifteen or sixteen. It seemed pointless to know for sure. After that there was a man in a dark overcoat standing at the end of the car holding a folded newspaper, an old woman in a bonnet, a couple of men in uniform. Moiré got off at Willesden Green and ascended to the High Road. The train rattled on without her.

Chapter 12

As Christine walked, she wondered who she would tell. Her mother seemed likely. She sent her all the way out there to find out more about Mary, about her past, who this woman really was, and now she had. Should she tell Seamus if he already didn’t know? Would revealing this secret open scabbed wounds? She wasn’t even sure she could tell Michael. He had taken her in when he was clearly uncomfortable with the whole idea. Without Michael she’d be lost. She wished she was back in Portland, curled up on the couch with a cup of tea, reading Cosmo or People Weekly, never having run the streets of London on this mission for her mother. 

Christine arrived at Kensington Gardens. She remembered reading somewhere that Kensington Palace was located in the park; some royals still lived there, with historic parts remaining open to the public. She strolled along the path, passing the bronze statue of Peter Pan and wondering what was so bad about growing up. Children ran in all directions, chasing each other around the statue.

Christine wandered over to a bench near the Sunken Gardens. Her thoughts went back to Michael. Would she even see him again after all this was over? Cutting off all ties with Michael and the others wouldn’t make Irene happy. She’d use the opportunity to make Christine feel guilty about never seeing her family in Chicago. And they were so much closer than those in the U.K. 

The sun was setting and the park had grown quiet. She was the only person in the area. Christine jumped up from the bench. She needed to see Michael. Maybe he could help her. But she wasn’t going to tell him. He didn’t need to know. That would be something for Seamus to discuss with his son if he already knew; Christine would not be the bearer of more bad news. She retraced her steps back through the park. This time Peter Pan stood alone. 

She pressed the buzzer to Michael’s flat and waited. She thought long and hard in the five seconds that it took Michael to answer the door. She couldn’t tell Irene. She wanted her to be able to connect with her cousins, aunts, uncles, and everyone else without the cloud of Mary’s past hanging over everything. She wouldn’t tell Seamus either, but she got the impression that he already knew. Mary’s secret would stay in England. 

The door opened and Michael’s face brightened. “I wasn’t expecting you today. Come in.” 
“Been to see David, then, have you?” Seamus had come up to her, apart from the rest of the clan.

Christine looked at him, this weathered, beautiful old man.


“You know, don’t you. You’ve known the whole time.”


“Yes.”


“How long?”


“Since before she left. She never told me, and we never spoke of it, but I knew. And she knew I knew, I think.”


“My mother… this would kill her. She couldn’t stand it. I don’t know how I can stand it.”


“You’ve been here, haven’t you? You’ve seen it, followed her path. You know, as do I, why she did it. It was a terrible thing, a great and terrible thing that my sister did. Not all bad, though. You know, I met David once. I doubt he’d remember me. It was at some party, some function that Moiré invited me to. She wanted me to meet him. I figured some of it out, then, that night. I figured out more of it when she left.”


“It was evil, what she did.”


“Yes, yes of course. No doubt about it. But, do you see, it was more complicated than that.”

 
“Yes. It was more complicated.”


“Your mother, I think might not understand. I wouldn’t understand, if I hadn’t stood where Moiré stood, felt what she felt.”


“I don’t think I’m going to tell her this part. I can’t. She loved her mom, and she would hate her after knowing. I think she might hate me for finding out.”


Seamus nodded. “I think you’re right. Regardless, I do hope we see you again soon. You’re family.”


Christine smiled, tears threatening to break. “I hope so too, Seamus.”

*
*
*

Moiré stumbled about in the dark of her room, trying her best to be quiet and not wake the house. She dragged her suitcase from under the bed and began to toss items in, thoughts drifting back to the day that got her here. She had honestly believed that no one would put all the pieces together. Moiré set her photo album in the suitcase. Her entire life was in that book. Her first day home from the hospital, a family portrait taken when Moiré was ten, a picture at Whitehall, Seamus and his family on the front stoop. There’d be no new ones to add. Anne’s first steps, Michael growing up to be a handsome man, Molly and Sarah’s weddings to proper Irishmen, she would miss it all.

 She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and moved on to her bureau. She opened each drawer and dumped in its contents. At the bottom of the last drawer, her hands brushed against a glass bottle. Moiré pulled the bottle out, the faint scent of roses wafted up. She wrapped it in a blouse and gently placing it in the suitcase. Wearing the scent once she reached America wouldn’t be dangerous. It was only the painful memories that would find her now.

She left a short note on the table for Seamus. She tried her best to explain her reasons, but she knew he wouldn’t accept anything, even the truth. The manila envelope was in her jacket pocket as she left the house. Maybe she should go back and kiss the children goodbye, but they could wake up and she’d have trouble explaining herself. She continued down the dim street. Somehow she made her way onto a train at Charing Cross.

 The SS Mobile loomed in the dark of the docks, the only ship there. Moiré clutched her bag in one hand, the manila envelope in the other. She hadn't looked at the locket David had given her since she opened the package in her room that day. 
Behind her someone coughed. Moiré turned around, her eyes sweeping the dock. In the corner, hidden in the shadows was a tall man in a dark grey trench coat. He looked vaguely familiar, but then Moiré only got a glimpse of his face before he disappeared in the shadows again. It couldn’t be who she thought it was. He’d made a point of seeing to it that Moiré go alone to the harbour.

 She squinted harder to get a better look at the person. She knew his stance and how he held himself tall, back always straight. Finally she boarded the boat and as the wharf faded from view Moiré saw David walk away from her, growing smaller and smaller.

She had done it. She was no longer worried if anything happened to the ship, going to America was not something that she was looking forward to. She had no one in that foreign land. No older brother to give her a place to stay for a few months, no parents to go home to when she felt homesick. Moiré would never see the Irish country side, with its lush green rolling hills again.

*
*
*

Christine stood at the foot of the couch. Her eyes lingered on the family photographs decorating the walls: children holding rainbow balloon bouquets at birthday parties, weddings with smiling brides in their elaborate lace gowns, picnics at the beach and sandcastles waiting for high tide. She recognized Seamus, Jane and Michael in some of the stills. It was time to pack. Yet warm faces looking out from the pictures moved her heart and she didn’t want to leave. There was family here.


She stuffed rumpled shirts into the khaki suitcase; taking time to fold them would prolong her goodbye to London. Lingering farewells were difficult, especially now.


Michael drove her to the airport. They rode in silence for much of the trip. When they reached the British Airways terminal, he was quiet for a moment before saying, “You’re welcome to come back. Anytime.”


“Thank you Michael.” Christine reached across the car and they embraced. Her eyes watered, but she wiped the tears away before they fell. “You should come visit us in the States.”


“I will.” He squeezed her hand tightly before she got out of the car.


The glare of florescent lighting on linoleum made Christine wince. Her luggage felt heavy and she was relieved to pass it on to a uniformed ticket agent. At the gate passengers milled around. Half an hour till boarding.


“Hi, Mom.” She leaned against the wall of the payphone booth.


“Hi. How was your trip honey?”


“Really wonderful. I’m glad you persuaded me to come.”


“I would have liked to be there.”


“Maybe next time.”


“So, did you find anything out about grandma?”


“Well…only what I told you. Being here was more about family.”


“I’m glad.” Irene sounded genuinely pleased.


“Speaking of which, my flight is overbooked. They’re offering a free flight to anyone who takes a later plane. If you don’t mind, I’d like to come to Chicago before going back to Oregon. I’ve got a story to tell…”
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