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				‘Beautifully done and thoroughly absorbing’ Daily Mail

				‘An absorbing story of marriage, motherhood and murder’ Woman and Home

				‘Exceptionally accomplished’ Ulster Tatler

				‘Assured and very readable, holding plenty of promise for the future’ Irish Independent
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				About the Book

				There are messages in the air, a closeness like the kind that comes before a storm, a listening, a holding of breath.

				It is summer, 1898, on the small Irish island of Rathlin and the place is alive with gossip. A pair of strangers have arrived from the mainland, laden with mysterious radio equipment, and the islanders are full of dread. For native Nuala Byrne, abandoned by her family for the New World and trapped by a prudent marriage to the island’s ageing tailor, the prospects for adventure are bleak. But when she is sent to cook for Marconi’s men and is enlisted, by the Italian engineer Gabriel, as an apprentice operator, she becomes enthralled by the world of knowledge that he brings from beyond her own narrow horizons. As Nuala’s friendship with Gabriel deepens, she realises that her deal with the tailor was a bargain she should never have struck.

				The Watch House is a gripping story about the power of words to connect us, and the power of suspicion to drive us apart.
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				Ginny McQuaid

				Rathlin Island, April 1899

				The face of her, grey as flint, lying there in the iron bed.

				Such a lot of blood to birth one measly thing. Grainne Weir said she’d never seen so much. ‘But Nuala Byrne is young and strong, she’ll get over it. Let her sleep. It’s the best tonic for her. We’ll give the child panada till she comes round.’

				‘You’ll take a drop, Grainne? It’s been a long haul. You’ll have a wee drop for your trouble?’

				The way it came out, the veil still round its face. I’d never seen the like of it and nor had the handywoman. Speechless, the pair of us, till she thought to wipe that thing off its face with a scrap of muslin like you would a cobweb off a windowpane. The yell it let out when its face appeared, fit to raise the dead. And Nuala Byrne in the bed moaning, only half sensible to what was going on.

				‘What a thing,’ said Grainne Weir, after a sup, ‘for an islander to be born in the caul. A child born like that, it can never be drowned,’ she said, quiet. Putting curious notions into my head.

				Nuala Byrne thinks that my oul eyes see nothing, that I didn’t know what was going on the time she was up at the watch house. I had my suspicions, sure enough. And then, ‘There’ll be another mouth to feed in the spring,’ said she, innocent as you like, rising from the fire, and our Ned the Tailor looking like she’d slapped him across the face, before he came round and smiled his big childish smile over at me like he’d done something right after all. And her, blowing the breath out her nose like the bellows in the forge pushing out air, like she’d gotten away with it, like she’d fooled us all. She might have fooled the Tailor with her story-making, with her telling of it the way she’d like us to believe it and not the way it was. Our Ned’s a good man but he’s an awful gam. God knows where he’d be without me. Nearly six years between us, I’ve always had the care of him. For all I know he believes he’s begotten a child by rubbing his chin on her face. But I’m not fooled. Every morning since she’s stepped over that threshold I’ve checked the sheets in the bed in the upper room and they’ve been as dry as if they’d just been shook out off the hedge. If there was to be another mouth to feed, I knew that mouth wasn’t the Tailor’s doing and I’d a fair idea whose doing it was.

				And as for this blind runt with the blood at its ears and its sprout of black hair, swaddle it up with its mewling mouth closed, bind tight its wriggling fists and heels. Let Nuala Byrne believe it didn’t thrive. She’s that far gone with the pains and the blood-letting she knows no sense. Grainne Weir is too stewed with drink to remember anything other than what I tell her to remember and the Tailor, still on Islay, will believe anything I say: ‘The child was sickly. Nuala wasn’t fit to nurse it. That can happen with a first. The priest was off the island, you were away. Grainne Weir was wrung out working with her and the two days of her hollering. I buried it in the killeen over at Kilbride myself, in the unhallowed ground, before I left for the Fair. Nuala’s healthy and strong. She’ll get over it. There’ll be other babies. You’ll see.’

				Kilbride is too far for me to walk but there are other ways to do. Thread a thick length of twine through the eye of the cracked loom stone that’s been propping open the lower room door these fourteen months and more. Wrap the twine round the bundle, a good tight knot. Slip it into the basket under the fine linen napkins that the glenswomen go mad for at the Easter Fair. Tuck a piece of sail around it to keep the splash water out. April morning early, the warble of a skylark rising out of the barley rigs over by Coolnagrock, singing the same question over and over, bright, insistent, not a lullaby. The basket heavy and rocking with the weight of the bundle and of the stone as I walk up the road from Portavoolin to meet Dougal coming from Ballycarry on the cart, leaving Grainne Weir and Nuala Byrne sleeping, the pair of them like babies in the crib.

				Climb up into the cart, grip the side tight.

				‘Walk, Susie,’ says Dougal, believing what I tell him, knowing nothing of what I’m carrying, his big soft heart breaking for the Tailor and for Nuala with the sore sad news of it all. ‘You should have sent for me,’ he says, rubbing his hand over his great stubbled chin.

				‘There was no work in it for a man.’

				‘I could have buried the child,’ he says. ‘I would have done it with a heart and a half. It was too far for you to walk.’

				‘There are times when you get the strength from somewhere you didn’t know you had,’ I say to him. ‘It was an important thing to do.’ And Dougal nods, and I know from the set of his mouth that he’s biting the flesh on the inside of his cheek the way his big soft father used to do to stop the tears from spilling. There’s too much of the Duffins in my cousin Dougal, not enough of my aunt, who was sharp McQuaid through and through. He’s no match for the cunning of a woman. The cart rattles over the white stones all the way down to Church Bay.

				On the pier a commotion: three islanders, foorins from the upper end, trying to boat a cow. They have the beast coped over on a scattering of straw and they are going at it hell for leather, binding its legs, lowering it down with ropes into Jimmy Boyle’s boat where it lies looking up at us like a dog curled on the hearth. Nobody pays heed to an oul’ woman in a shawl with a basket full of linen for the Fair, and if there is a peep out of the basket, how would you hear it with all the roaring and bellowing of the beast? Push the napkins tight in round it, swaddle it up well. Who will buy this bonny bundle? Hah! No need to worry. It’ll never make it as far as the mainland. A small thing makes a small splash in the swirl of Slough-na-Mara south of the Rue, where the eddy will swallow a thing and never throw it up again. No bastard child under my roof taking the McQuaid name. We’ll keep this quiet. We’ll get a son for the Tailor yet, his name on a piece of island soil. I’ve drowned many an unwanted kitling in the Lough in a sack with the mouth tied tight. One more’ll make no difference.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Nuala Byrne

				Rathlin Island, February 1898

				Ash Wednesday, and every brow on the island is marked by the sign of the cross. Forty days of fasting and abstinence ahead of us, which is just as well, maybe, since I think there’s many a head still throbbing from Saturday’s celebrations. Me and the Tailor are four days wed.

				We had a fine day. Dorothy made me a dress the like of which was never seen on the island before. A mauve skirt with a white bodice, an inset of Carrickmacross lace, a design in it of a four-leaf clover, a hat with a veil down over my face. The day she took my measurements she sat back on her heels in her little parlour above the shop in Ballycastle. ‘Nuala Byrne you’re a wonder,’ she said up at me. ‘I’ve never known a woman so balanced in her shape.’ I love my cousin Dorothy, but she would be the first to say that in appearance she takes after her father’s side, is built as lean as a brush shaft, looks like she’d snap in two if you bent her. She has fine, mousy brown hair and a small thin mouth. ‘All the looks in the family slid to the one side,’ Granny used to say, ‘and you were on the lucky side, Nuala.’ If that’s true then all the skill slid to the other. Dorothy could turn her hand to anything. I would like to have been a dressmaker, I think. It’d be a fine thing to have a trade. But I never had the hands for it. I was always better at cooking, mixing up potions, helping Granda Frank with his cures.

				‘It’s too good,’ I told Dorothy then, eyeing the outfit. ‘I’ll never wear it again. It’s a shocking waste of material for just the one day.’

				‘You’ll need something to remember it by, and the bodice has a good long tail on it. It’ll double as a christening robe when the time comes,’ she said, winking at me. ‘That’s if the Tailor has any juice left in him.’

				Dorothy Reilly, the things she comes out with. To look at her you’d think she never once had a stray thought, but she has a glint in her eye. I never let on I heard her.

				She came over on the boat last Friday, laden down with garments for me, fitted me out with a trousseau, wouldn’t take a penny for it. Lace-edged chemises and knickerbockers, a flannel petticoat trimmed with pink ribbon. And she had something else for me – a book called Married Love. I was to lie quietly in the dark on my wedding night, it advised, and await my husband’s arrival. I was to desist from moving around too much until the act of consummation was complete. I would experience some discomfort, perhaps, but this was to be borne quietly. I thought Dorothy was going to burst, she laughed that much. It occurred to me that at the time I had accepted the Tailor’s proposal, I hadn’t given this area of the deal much thought.

				‘Do you really think it can be all that bad?’ I asked Dorothy.

				‘You’ll be fit to tell me soon enough,’ she said, and off she went laughing again.

				I didn’t relish the idea of it. The Tailor is not a young man; he is nearly thirty years my senior. He is thin and slight, with skinny legs and a high hairline, and heavy-lidded eyes and a nose like a peregrine. He has thick white sideburns and a beard bordering his chin, and a poor show of straggly hair on his head. I think perhaps he was handsome once, though well before my time. Still, I’ve yet to hear anyone say an unkind word about him. He is not a cruel man, I think, and, as the whole island knows, we didn’t marry for love.

				Dorothy was insistent that everything was to be done according to tradition, so as not to bring bad luck on us. She headed out on Saturday morning and came back with a handful of snowdrops and maidenhair fern, wrapped them in lace paper and ribbons, made posies for the pair of us. The men called to the house. I was to walk ahead, she said, with Dougal, the Tailor’s cousin and his best man; she would walk behind with the Tailor, and my uncle, Dorothy’s father, behind them. There was frost on the ground when we set out. We were an odd procession on the road; Dorothy in Granny’s old shawl, me in Dorothy’s good plaid coat, such was the cold. ‘Something borrowed,’ she said as she held it for me to slip my arms into the sleeves.

				As we passed the road up through Ballyconaghan, the warble of a clutch of Brent geese caused us all to stop and look up, and to follow them with our eyes as they passed over us. ‘They’ll be on their way to Newfoundland, to where your people are,’ said Dougal, ‘to tell them the news,’ and a tear came into my eye for my absent family. Dougal saw it and lowered his head, regretting his foolery, and we walked on quiet to the chapel.

				Father Diamond read our vows and we pledged our troth: to have and to hold, till death would us part, as the Holy Church had ordained. Those were solemn words. I felt the full weight of them, standing there in my bridal dress with the light from the stained-glass windows falling on to the tiled floor in green and red and gold. When it came time for the blessing of the ring, the Tailor slipped the loop of the door key from his pocket. There was nothing new in that; I’d witnessed it done a dozen times or more. There are few people on the island who can pay for a wedding band. But as I felt the metal, chill in the cold air, slide on to my finger, binding me to the Tailor, to the island, I found myself wondering how my days would change, what life in the Tailor’s house would mean for me.

				On the way back from the chapel, we walked through Church Quarter so as not to retrace our steps, past the school and the Pound House and the Big Garden and back along the low road to Portavoolin for the wedding breakfast. All the boats in the harbour had their flags up to mark the occasion. Dougal was ahead of us at the bend in the road with a bottle of whiskey to toast our health, and when we’d all had a sup of it he dashed the bottle against the stone gate post with the drop still in it. ‘May your offspring be numerous,’ he shouted, as is the tradition, but the bottle bounced off into the grass and didn’t break, and he had to pick it up and fling it down a second time to smash it. When we got to the door, Ginny, the Tailor’s sister, was waiting there on the threshold to hand me the tongs of the fire. I thought it odd at the time since the house is a new one and the fire has never been hers to hand over.

				‘I brought a hot coal from Church Quarter,’ she said to the Tailor. ‘It’s the same fire we’ve always had.’

				‘We?’ I thought to myself at the time, what does she mean by ‘we’? But the Tailor looked delighted at this, turned and smiled at me, then stood back to let me cross the threshold first.

				We had a great party: roast chicken and tipsy cake and custard and then the bridecake was broken over my head. When it was all cleared away we danced a dozen reels, Cal Stewart on the fiddle, Kiltie Clarke on the dulcimer, one of the young Harrisons beating out a rhythm on the bodhrán. The Tailor couldn’t be persuaded to take to the floor, pleading aching bones from a draught he’d caught out in the punt, but both Dougal and Mr Kernohan from the Light marched me up and down till the new floor was well trodden in and Jamesie, the Tailor’s other cousin, swung me till my head spun. Dorothy saw that everything was done as it should be. When I threw the stocking stuffed with oatcake it was her that got hit on the head. ‘You’re next,’ I shouted at her, but Dorothy laughed at me. She has no notion of marrying. She told me as much the day I went to see her, to tell her I was for taking the Tailor. She’s far too settled as she is.

				Dougal had brought my things in the cart from Crockanagh on Thursday past and we’d unloaded them into the cottage. I don’t have much of any value: a few pots and baskets and earthenware jars, blue plates from the dresser, a patchwork quilt Granny made, the crib I’d slept in as a child myself. ‘Where do you want it?’ Dougal said, carrying the cradle in and the question hung in the room like smoke that’s been blown back down the chimney. I shifted it into the corner behind a hanging frame, covered it up with the quilt.

				Saturday night, when the door had closed after the weddingers, when everyone had left apart from Ginny, and quiet descended on the house, the Tailor stepped over the floor to me, took my face in his age-spotted hands, leaned over and scraped the rough of his beard across my cheek. Then he looked over to Ginny, as if to say, ‘Is that right?’ and she nodded and smiled her old black-toothed smile at him, like he was a child taking his first steps. She walked over and opened up the settle bed and stepped into it and lay down, bleary-eyed with whiskey, under an old coat of the Tailor’s. I lay down on the bed in the room behind the fire and the Tailor lay down in his combinations beside me. He smelled of the chalk he uses to mark the cloth and of poitin and of pipe tobacco, and of soot from the fire. I had the sash open. I like to feel the air, no matter what the weather’s doing. I was lying on my back, looking up at the timbers, at the place where they meet the lathes under the new thatch, waiting for a word from him.

				‘Nuala,’ he said, ‘are you awake?’

				‘I am,’ I said.

				‘There’s a shocking draught coming in that window.’ So I got up to close it and slipped back into bed and it was no time before I heard him snoring and grunting and before the grunts and snores of his sister began to answer him from the other room. The pair of them kept it up for hours till I began to wish they would choke on their own breath. I hit him a dunder in the small of his back with my knee and he let out a snort so loud he woke himself. Then he got up to use the chamber pot, except one of the weddingers had put Epsom salts in it for a joke and the whole thing fizzed out and up and over the top of the commode and he let a curse out of him and at the finish-up I had to get up and take the pot out to the midden to empty it.

				A clear, cold night, the sky full of stars, the beam of light from Altacorry reaching out over the sea. The place was silent, apart from the ripple of the water. I could have been the only person awake on the whole island. On my way back from the midden, I stopped a moment to look down towards the Sound: Fair Head and Torr rising dark to the south, to the east, the lights of Sanda and Kintyre, and there, down by the shingled shore, a lone figure standing still, picked out each time the light passed over. I didn’t go down and I didn’t call out to them, whoever it was. I stood silent by the door, counting the seconds between each sweep of the beam: ten in the dark, fifty in the light, and still the figure stood there, with its back to the land, looking out over the Moyle, the light brushing over us both.

				Then I heard a rustle from behind me and Ginny’s voice: ‘What are you doing standing out there in the dark with the door lying open? It’d founder you,’ she said. So I stepped back in, to the glow of the embers in the grate and closed the door against them. In the morning the room reeked of the Tailor’s breath and of his body. He got up and plootered out, bow-legged into the yard with the white hair still standing on him. When I looked out through the sash, the shore was empty.

				I thought at first it might have been the Miller I saw. The Tailor’s house is built on the founds of the old mill; the sea to the north of Portavoolin is where the Miller’s four sons were lost. They were coming back from Islay with a new millstone in the boat when the current caught up with them. Their father was waiting for them by the headland, shouted and waved at them to turn the helm, witnessed the boat go down. They say his arm froze in that position, that he suffered a stroke on that very spot, that they buried him with the arm still twisted. The people say you can still see him nights, standing above at Altacorry, shouting to try and save his sons, waving his twisted arm. Those stories don’t bother me, but I don’t think it was the Miller I saw, I think it was a girl. Something about the turn of the head, the fineness of the figure, something familiar in the slope of the shoulders, the straightness of the back. I think I saw her one time before. I think I saw her in the Tailor’s house.

				That evening, in October last, a month or so after Granny passed away, the Tailor turned up at my door in Crockanagh in his good brown three-piece tweed and cap. I don’t remember him coming much to the house before, except once or twice when he was looking for Granda Frank to cure a sty in his eye. Granda was the cobbler on the island, but he had the cure as well, so the islanders used to come to him to have their feet measured when they had a bit of money, and to have their ills cured at the same time. He passed the cure to me, taught me how to mash up the herbs and mutter the prayers under my breath the way he used to, and after he died, I carried on, and gave the people the same directions that he had. They’d leave me with a can of cream or a shoulder of turf for payment and go on about their business.

				I wasn’t long in the door in front of the Tailor. I’d been to the mill at the Kil Avenue for a bag of oaten meal, had the sheepskin rim out on the table, ready to sieve it through. He came into the floor where I was standing and he said, ‘How’re you, Nuala Byrne?’ and I said, ‘I’m grand, Tailor McQuaid. How’re you, yourself?’ Hardly anyone uses the Tailor’s given name; even Ginny rarely calls him Ned. But then he did a strange thing. He lifted the tail of his jacket and moved over close to me. ‘What ails you, Tailor?’ I said to him, growing nervous that he wanted me to lay my hands on some part of him. But it wasn’t the cure that the Tailor was after. ‘Feel the heft of that,’ he said, passing me the tail of his coat. ‘Our Ginny wove it into a fine herringbone and I cut it to fit myself. Six shillings a yard if you were buying it in the town.’ So I reached over and felt it, what else was I to do, and I said, ‘That’s a grand jacket, Tailor, will you take the weight off your feet?’ He sat down on the stool by the fire and just as quick rose up again. ‘They say you’re for America,’ he said, ‘now that your grandmother’s gone, God rest her.’

				‘Newfoundland,’ I said to him. ‘As soon as I can go.’

				‘That would be a terrible loss to the island,’ he said, ‘a fine girl like yourself.’

				It’d been a while since anyone had called me a girl. I opened my mouth to answer him when he started up again. ‘I have a strong house near finished at Portavoolin,’ he said, ‘in good stone from the old tumbled mill. Will you come and have a look at it?’

				I eyed him like he was away in the head, wondering did he think I could cure damp in stone as well as in bones and I said to him as kindly as I could, ‘What would I be looking at a house for?’

				He licked his thin lips and then twisted the cap in his hands and looked down at the floor. He said, ‘I got the lease of it from old Benson the time the rents came down a while back. I’ve done nothing with it these years, only tie the punt up there, but I thought, maybe, if you liked it, you’d take it – and me into the bargain.’

				You could have knocked me down with the draught from the chimney. He seemed half terrified, like I might take a swipe at him with the bag of oaten meal. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in the craw of his throat while he waited for me to answer him. I was thinking what a good story this would make to tell Dorothy, or Mammy when I got over to Newfoundland, but then I thought of the bravery of his coming to me like that, and I thought I could spare him an hour of kindness. So I said, ‘I will, then. I’ll have a look at it.’ And I went with him.

				It was a short enough walk over to the well and through Glackaharan to the road down to Portavoolin. The Tailor talked to me the whole cut of the way about what a great house he had. I hadn’t been down that way in years; I’d no call to be. Portavoolin is a lonely spot on the shore on the east side of the island. The path down to it goes nowhere else. But it was a pleasant enough evening, the sky just purpling, the cold of the winter not yet taken hold, rabbits scattering to the east and west of us as we walked down the loanen, the strip of green grass running like a chaperone between us.

				Nearer the sea the path steepened and dipped down alongside the millrace. I could see the roof of the house below, the new yellow thatch lashed tight with strong rope, the whitewashed stones anchoring them at the eaves. The cottage faces the shore, is well sheltered behind by a clump of alders, a yard set with cobbles at the front, a shingle path that leads down to the old pier. A new red-painted half-door opened directly into the kitchen, a big open chimney inside. An empty dresser stood to the right, a fine deal table in the middle of the room; against the wall to the left, a newly varnished settle bed with the hinges and latch well oiled, above it a good wall clock in a teak frame on the whitewashed wall advertising Goulding’s manures. I looked up through the lathes in the roof to the thatch above. ‘The timbers,’ said the Tailor, ‘were salvaged off the Girvan the time it went down off the upper end with the cargo of whiskey on board.’

				I nodded and smiled. Granda used to tell the story. ‘The time the pigs were drunk for weeks,’ I said.

				There was a good-sized room behind the fire, another at the lower end, no furniture in either. The second room had high shelves and pegs that I took to be meant for the Tailor’s work. But when we came back into the big room, there was a change in the air, a movement over by the fire and there, down on her hunkers, running a poker through the empty grate, looking like she owned the place, was a girl I’d never seen on the island before.

				I turned to the Tailor and looked at him for some word of introduction or explanation, but he smiled his wide smile at me and said, ‘What do you think?’ and made no sign of having seen her or having noticed anything strange. I knew enough by then to make no mention of her. The dead don’t usually show themselves to me, though I hear them often. This one was silent.

				I nodded to the Tailor. ‘It’s a fine house you have,’ I said, and I walked to the window on the pretence of looking out, and then turned back to examine the girl. She was dressed like a fisherman, or a farmer, with her head uncovered like mine. She looked younger than me, twenty or thereabouts, her dark hair brushed off her face, pinned into a roll at the back of her neck. Sun-darkened skin, blue eyes the shape of plum-stones, dark eyebrows, a serious face, intent on the dead fire, staring into it, a face, I thought, not given much to mirth.

				The Tailor followed my gaze. ‘I had the hearth laid in the old style,’ he said. ‘Dougal made a good job of it, I think?’ I nodded at Dougal’s work, a crescent of black and white pebbles laid into the floor, the girl still crouched there, not heeding either of us. ‘Does it please you?’ asked the Tailor.

				I was about to answer him when there was a rattle at the latch and in walked Ginny. She looked me up and down the way you would a heifer going to market and nodded her old hairy chin. Then she reached out and took me by the two hands. ‘A great strong lass,’ she said, ‘indeed, with good cold hands for the butter-making and the baking,’ and she smiled at the Tailor with her two black teeth. Neither of them made any mention of the girl and when I turned my head back to the fire she was gone.

				‘I’ll have a think about it,’ I told the Tailor that day when I left him and Ginny in the cottage, with no real notion of thinking about it at all, but I felt a pity of him, soft-spoken as he is, and I walked back up to Crockanagh wondering about the girl. There is only one door in and out of the Tailor’s house and Ginny was standing in front of it. I know for certain the girl didn’t use it.

				I was still very young when I first started hearing things that other people didn’t hear. It must have been soon after my family left for America. My mother and father and my two brothers took the boat over twenty years ago, out to my father’s people who had themselves left in the forties when times were so bad. I was too small and too sickly then to go, plagued with asthma, so they left me with my mother’s people, with the promise to send the passage when I was old enough to travel on. They settled in Pembroke, Maine, where the men found work in the steel factory but after it closed, they moved north into Canada to an island that healed their homesickness for a while, to the fisheries in St John’s in Newfoundland. They did well there until six years ago when a fire that had started in a stable in the east end swept through the town and destroyed their house, along with three-quarters of the city. By then, Granda and Granny were the ones that needed help so I stayed on the island where I was needed.

				At first I confused the voices I heard with living voices and I’d answer someone who wasn’t really there, or who was only there in my head. Granny and Granda would look at me strangely and say, ‘Who are you talking to, Nuala dear?’ I took to carrying my raggy doll everywhere, said I was only talking to her. I had enough wit even then to know not to tell them the truth. They’d have carted me off to the priest to drive the devil out. I heard Granny and Granda one night by the fire, whispering, when they thought I was asleep in the loft. I loved to lie and hear them talk, my hand on the heat of the chimney breast, the smell of turf smoke in my nose, my little quilt pulled up to my chin. Granda’s wooden lasts all hung about in pairs from the hooks in the rafters like they’d grown there; I remember them casting strange flickering shadows on the rough white walls in the firelight. ‘Every foot on the island is hanging from our roof,’ Granda used to say. Sometimes when I fell asleep I’d dream about them, that they all took off walking about the island at night, looking for their owners, knocking on cabin doors.

				‘She’s a strange child,’ Granny said, ‘like one that’s passed this way before.’ In the yard at school, Nancy Gilmore nicknamed me Cock Robin, said I always had my ear cocked, listening for worms in the ground, and everybody laughed at me and pointed and chanted the name over and over. I stared at her until a voice came into my head and the voice was a man’s that said, ‘Come on out into the byre, child, and give me a hand with the cow.’ So I said that to her, low, so no one else could hear and the colour all slid off her face of a sudden the way you see a cloud sometimes slipping over the side of Knocklayde on an otherwise sun-bright day. She said, ‘How did you . . . ?’ but she didn’t finish it and backed away from me. I don’t know whose voice it was, but it meant something to her for she never spoke two words to me again and no one called me Cock Robin after. I don’t know what she said about me to the rest of them. So long as they let me be, I didn’t much care.

				I got used to them, the noisy dead, and with practice found a way to drown them out with other sounds, and now they’re as much a part of my hearing as the screegh of the shearwater overhead or the jabble of the ebb. They’re at their noisiest at night when the living are quiet, when there’s a better chance of them being heard. I never hear my own people, though. I was afraid of that but I don’t. I think I only hear the lonely, or the vengeful, or the aggrieved. I like to think my own people are at peace.

				Dorothy wasn’t pleased about Granda passing me the cure. ‘That’ll be you tormented now,’ she said, ‘with the whole island coming the way they did with Granda Frank, beating a path to the door with their aches and pains.’ But everyone that came brought something and I was glad of it after Granda and then Granny had gone. I’d no other way of feeding myself. When the people came, I’d listen to what ailed them and I’d press my hand into theirs and I’d try and hear what the voices had to say and if one of the voices lifted clearer than the others and spoke words of comfort, then without knowing who was speaking, I’d use those words back to them again and the sufferer’s heart would ease. Listening’s a gift too. There’s not many has it. Sometimes I think that’s what Granda taught me and not the cure at all.

				Dorothy was sent over in the summers, to keep me company. Many’s the night’s dancing we’ve had in the kelp house on the island, swirling round the floor, our skirts flying to ‘Shoe the Donkey’ or ‘The Haymaker’s Jig’. The men couldn’t houl’ foot to us. But they didn’t come to me looking for love. I’ve seen them give a glance or two in my direction. There was the odd bit of grappling at the bottom of the steps coming out, maybe, after the dancing, in the dark of the lane. But the truth is, they’ve been wary of me since our schooldays, since Nancy Gilmore said whatever it was she said about me. The cure makes them warier still. There’re those on the island that think an ailment leaves a stain, that it can’t really be cured, but is passed on to the healer. They think I’m full of all their ills, like I’ve eaten them. Even Dorothy asked me once if I wasn’t afraid of that. I was looking forward to getting out of here and going to Newfoundland, to a place where nobody knew a thing about me.

				The day after the Tailor’s offer, I went to the post office and there was a letter with the orange Newfoundland stamp on it, the face of the Princess of Wales in her pearls and her beautifully curled hair. Cissy Turner handed it over the counter to me. ‘That’ll be your passage coming now,’ she said. ‘It’ll be no time till you’re away.’ Cissy knows everyone’s business, or thinks she does.

				I took the letter from her and put it in my apron pocket. ‘I’ll open it at home,’ I said, which wasn’t what she wanted to hear, and then, as I was turning out of the shop, I said to her: ‘The Miller, up at Portavoolin, did he have a daughter at any time?’

				‘The Miller?’ said Cissy. ‘Not that I ever heard of. Just the four sons that were lost.’

				‘And his wife, when she died, was she a young woman?’

				Cissy shook her head. ‘She outlived him by a good lock of years. Why do you ask?’

				‘No reason,’ I said to her, ‘just a notion I had.’

				I took the letter home and opened it by the fire in the cottage in Crockanagh, but it wasn’t the letter I wanted at all. I’d sent a sorry tale to my mother and she was sending one back again. She was heartbroken, she wrote, at the news of Granny Cat’s passing, and so soon after Granda, too. Though it was many a long year since they’d left the island, she had always dreamed of seeing her mother and father again and now that dream was gone. Things weren’t so good in Newfoundland, she wrote. They’d been putting a brave face on it in their letters home, but the truth was, they’d never really recovered from the fire. In short, there was no money for a passage, and no prospect of it. She was sorry, she said.

				I looked around at the cabin I was born in and that never would be mine, at the dirt floor I’d tramped over for nearly thirty years, at the lank bit of lace curtain that dipped on the length of twine at the window, at the black soot from the chimney that joined the white dust from the walls, and formed a grey layer that settled on everything no matter how much I dusted and swept. No amount of curing under this roof, for a handful of eggs one day or a pat of butter the next, was going to earn me a passage to Newfoundland. And then I thought about the Tailor and the Tailor’s new house. I thought that I’d never heard him raise his voice, that his hands were fine, that his fingernails were short and clean. I was thinking there could be worse companions. I thought of what it would be like to sit on a stool by the fire in the evening with the Tailor for company and the wind howling outside, and a good strong roof over my head and not have to worry about where Benson’s rent was coming from. I thought of what it would be like not to have to scrimp and save. I had done my duty by my mother’s people. I had stayed to tend to them into their old age. I had done the work that by right my mother should have done herself. I owed her nothing more. I took the letter she’d written me and I threw it on the fire and I watched it blacken and smoke and curl. I would have liked to have burned the news that was in it. I would have liked not to have read it at all, but having read it, I was unromantic about my options. I walked down to Church Quarter, to where the weavers’ houses stood, and knocked on the Tailor’s door.

				‘You’ll not go?’ he said on the threshold, his thin eyebrows lifting.

				I shook my head. ‘I’ve decided to stay.’ The Tailor smiled his wide smile. ‘I haven’t much in the way of a portion,’ I told him.

				‘Haven’t you a cow?’ he said. ‘Many’s the one came with less.’ And so the match was made. The Tailor undertook to get the licence. We set the date for the last Saturday before the start of Lent.

				The morning of the Apple Fair, crisp and bright, I crossed to Ballycastle on the mail boat and walked up to the Diamond to tell Dorothy about the Tailor’s offer. She was with a customer, a black-haired lady with a basket on her arm, tall as me, who smiled shyly as she left. Fair Day is busy for her, but Dorothy always has time for me. She got Sadie, the neighbour’s girl, to mind the shop for a half-hour and the two of us settled into the window in her upstairs parlour with a pot of tea and a plate of soda bread between us. The Diamond was packed with carts and cattle up the street as far as Mooney’s. I knew she wouldn’t take the news well about the Tailor, so I brought her a pot of gooseberry jam. The situation needed sweetening.

				‘That was Mrs Corcoran in the shop,’ said Dorothy. ‘Her husband’s doing all the work in the chapel. Did you see the way she does her hair? That must be the style in Belfast.’ Mrs Corcoran was crossing the road outside, her shiny black hair piled high on her head, the curls falling down round her face. ‘And there’s Dougal – was he on the boat with you? God love the creature, he’s running errands for everyone on the island, as usual. Remind me to give you a barnbrack to take back for his mother. I hear she hasn’t been well.’ I watched Dougal stop to let Mrs Corcoran pass, his thick pink lips and round apple cheeks, his belly hanging over the waist of his britches, and I wondered, not for the first time, why it was that Dorothy always seemed to have time for him. I listened to Dorothy chatter for a while and then there was nothing for it but to come out with it.

				I crossed my hands in my lap. ‘I’ve heard from my mother,’ I said.

				‘Well?’ said Dorothy.

				I looked at my hands. ‘There’s no money for a passage.’

				Dorothy sighed. ‘Ach, Nuala,’ she said. ‘I’d give it to you gladly if I had it, though it makes my heart sore to think of you going. And Daddy’s sent them everything he could to get them lodgings after the fire.’

				‘I know that, Dorothy. I wouldn’t ask it of either of you. You’ve done more than was your due.’

				‘What will you do now, do you think?’

				I waited until she took another mouthful of soda bread and jam, then I took my chance. ‘The Tailor has made me an offer,’ I said, ‘and I’m going to take him.’

				She stopped chewing and stared at me, wide-eyed. After a moment, she swallowed the bread: ‘Ned McQuaid, the Tailor from Church Quarter?’

				‘The same.’

				‘Nuala,’ she said, ‘tell me you’re codding.’

				‘I’m not. He has a great house built out at Portavoolin with three rooms. He took me to see it and I’ve given him my word.’

				‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph,’ she said, ‘there must be thirty years between you.’

				‘Near enough,’ I said.

				‘Ach, Nuala, no. He’s a wee runt of a man. If you’re not going to Newfoundland, there’s plenty of good stout fellas about, you could have your pick.’

				‘There’s not too many of them with a decent house in the bargain.’

				‘What about Clem Duggan?’

				‘Sure he’s never bothered with me.’

				‘You never give him any encouragement, Nuala. You look at the men like you’d take the head off them if one of them looked the road you’re on.’

				‘Clem Duggan hasn’t a good new house. His mother and father are both still living and they’ve no word of dying, either of them.’

				‘Randal Smith. He has a house.’

				‘He hasn’t two straight eyes in his head. He spends every penny at Jem Sorley’s still. I met him on the road the other morning, the old pratie sack britches hanging off him by a length of twine. The place is falling down round him.’

				‘Ach, Nuala, there’s somebody for you.’

				‘They don’t trust me, Dorothy. They think there’s something odd about me.’

				‘There is something odd when you’re talking about taking that old galoot the Tailor, a young woman like you.’

				‘I’m not young, Dorothy, that’s the difficulty. I’ve waited half my life for that letter from Newfoundland and now it’s never going to come. Old maids is what we are, whether you like to admit it or not.’

				Then, ‘What about Dougal?’ she said, and looked at me, a challenge, and I had to stuff my mouth with soda bread to stop myself from laughing. Dougal is a big kind soul, he’d do anything you asked him, but even an old man like the Tailor is a more marriageable prospect than him. Dougal with his back bent and his big chin jutting out in front of him, marching to some tune that only he can hear.

				‘You can take Dougal, if you want him,’ I told her. ‘I won’t get a better offer than the Tailor. It’s all right for you with your good warm work and a roof over your head and your father still here to mind you. I’m fed up scraping and grasping for the rent on that pitiful parcel of ground. Old Benson can have it back and welcome. I’ll take the Tailor and be glad of him.’

				‘Have you written to your mother yet?’

				‘She has no say in it. I’m my own woman now. I’ll make my own decisions.’

				Dorothy supped her basin of tea and looked out the window. ‘Is there anything I can say to turn you?’ she said, and I shook my head. Dorothy sighed. ‘Then the least I can do is make you look decent on your wedding day.’

				‘Thank you, Dorothy. You’re a true friend.’

				I left Dorothy in the shop mulling over the news and slipped out the side door into Clare Street and up to the chapel to light a candle. It was cool and dark inside and quiet. There was a ladder propped against the wall in the side chapel where the candelabra stood, heaps of small tiles on the floor, a man in overalls with his back to me. When I got closer, I could see that he was working on the mosaic, that there was a drawing on the wall into which he was setting tiles: the Madonna and child, her hair and body veiled in blue, a gold halo above her head. Her eyes were downcast, her mouth downturned, her nose long and straight. She looked sad, and tired. She was holding the blessed infant loosely, without energy. He looked like he was trying to escape from her. The man, Mr Corcoran, turned and nodded at my step, then bent back to his work. I did not have great hopes for my union with the Tailor, but I said a brief prayer that it would be a happy one and that one day I might know what it was to feel the weight of a child on my knee. A child would be a blessing to have, I thought, someone of my own to love.

				I hoped that Ginny’s sleeping in the settle bed was an arrangement for the one night, but the day after the wedding it was clear she wasn’t for shifting. Dougal and Jamesie and some of the other men began carting the Tailor’s things up from Church Quarter. I wondered at them putting his fine oak-topped work table and sewing machine and stool by the window in the kitchen. ‘I need plenty of light to work,’ he said. The bolts of cloth and pattern books and spools of cotton they piled on the shelves in the lower room. Then the next thing I knew, what was coming in through the door only Ginny’s dismantled loom, and there she was up directing them as to how to install it in the room at the lower end. Dougal dropped the loom stone on the cobbles carrying it in. It cracked but didn’t break. ‘It’ll not do,’ said Ginny, ‘the threads’ll tangle in it. We’ll have to get another one. This one’ll do for stopping the door.’ And it was then I realised she wasn’t going anywhere. This was to be her house too.

				I took the Tailor aside. ‘You didn’t tell me,’ I said to him, ‘that Ginny was part of the bargain.’

				He looked at me with startled eyes. ‘Sure, I couldn’t leave Ginny on her own,’ he said. ‘She’s looked after me my whole life. And isn’t there plenty of room for all of us?’

				‘Will you come in to them, Tailor,’ shouted Ginny, ‘before Dougal has the whole thing smashed to bits?’ And he took off into the lower room after her and left me standing on my own.

				It had taken them two days to set up the loom and as soon as they had it finished, Ginny settled herself on the wooden seat with her back to the open door and the heat of the kitchen and began threading yarn through the eyeholes of the heddles. And in no time at all the thud of the reed on the fell of the cloth and the creak of the turning of the take-up roll have become the steady rhythm of the Tailor’s house. It is hard and heavy work, but Ginny has been doing it for so long it is like a dance to her. The shuttle shoots across the warp, her feet on the pedals tap out the beat to which everything else keeps time. And I can’t help but think as I look at her back, watching her work, her right hand on the wood of the picking stick, yanking the cords, her left hand on the batten to press the yarn, that she is like the puppeteer I saw one time at the Lammas Fair, making the little wooden stringed puppets dance to every flick of her wrist.
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