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Jennifer Johnston is one of the foremost Irish writers of her, or any, generation. She has won the Whitbread Prize (THE OLD JEST), the Evening Standard Best First Novel Award (for THE CAPTAINS AND THE KINGS), the Yorkshire Post Award, Best Book of the Year (twice, for THE CAPTAINS AND THE KINGS and HOW MANY MILES TO BABYLON?). She was also shortlisted for the Booker Prize with SHADOWS ON OUR SKIN.
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‘Wonderful . . . funny and sad’ Daily Express


‘Assured, skilful, delicately comic and mutedly sad . . . a very good writer’ The Sunday Times


‘An honest and shrewd writer . . . funny too’ Sunday Telegraph
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About the Book


Once, the villagers would tip their hats respectfully when the McMahons drove out through the ornate iron gates at the end of the drive. But that was back in the days when the Major’s family were prosperous. Now the estate is slipping into peaceful decay – and so, it seems, is the Major, its last occupant.


Then Minnie, the Major’s rebellious niece, returns home. She disrupts his tranquillity, forming surprising friendships with the feckless Kelly family. For together, Minnie and Kevin Kelly have hatched a plan to raise badly needed money – a plan which involves the gates themselves. . .




For my children




Run In


Cathleen wept her thousand welcomes and farewells. Her cold tears splattered the airport runways, and the quaysides of Dublin, Galway and Belfast. They doused the cows under the Wicklow hedges and the sheep huddling together on the unprotected slopes of the north-west, and the groups of cold men waiting for the pubs to open. Ladies in the glistening streets of Dublin lowered their umbrellas and stepped into the welcoming doorways of lighted shops and tea-rooms. Professional men behind their desks thought, with resignation, of the cancelled racing, and the cold journey home, nose to tail all the way to desirable neo-Georgian houses in Foxrock, Ballybrack and Killiney. Women with cold red arms placed buckets below the larger holes in their roofs, and laid the Independent on the surrounding boards. The water splashed tunefully into the galvanized pails. Babies cried. The clouds pressed so low that the hilltops were lost, and only the heaven-pointing steeples of the churches kept the swirling mist off the land itself. The east wind blew ceaselessly, cold as charity.




Chapter One


February 3.


Home at last. Uncle Proinnseas was so cold on the station platform that I couldn’t work out whether he was pleased to see me or not. Ivy made up for any chill in his welcome by the warmth of hers. Tears and hugs. Nothing changed in the last five months. I never want to leave.


The train was late. No sign of it at all. Up in the signal box Jimmy was reading the paper, tea steamed by his hand in a large china mug. The Major sighed, and the steam of his breath hung for a moment in front of his face, and then was knocked for six by the wind. He clenched and unclenched his swollen fingers inside his pockets and stamped his feet on the platform. His shoes had the shine of much loved mahogany. Hand-made, Lobbs, always paid in the end to get the best. Look after inanimate objects well and they served you well. His diamond-patterned socks were neatly darned just above the heels. The wind carved its way through his cord trousers and the stretched flesh holding his bones together, even through his army greatcoat, now stripped of its military trimmings, and kept for days when the east wind was at its most painful. It seemed to have grown too big for him over the years, now looked as if it had once belonged to some larger, more confident man. Some hero of the mud and trenches, one of the few to return from Flanders, the Somme, the great pushes, the flower of England’s youth. He stamped his foot irritably, a chilblain on his little toe was giving him hell. No distant whistle blew. They wouldn’t have him in the next lot. ‘Sorry, old chap,’ they said at the War Box, looking at him, he felt, with a certain disdain. After that special trip he’d made and all, thrown around on that infernal Mail boat, reeking of vomit and Guinness. The train dark from Holyhead to Euston, London dark. ‘Sorry, old chap.’ Some pink-faced incompetent, who’d never seen more service than playing bang-bang on Salisbury Plain. And back he had to come, play blasted nursemaid to Bertie’s kids, while Bertie cavorted round Africa with the Eighth Army, my field glasses, borrowed, but never returned, round his neck, and a jumble of meaningless ribbons over his pocket. Admired, loved by his men, another Irish general winning England’s wars for her. Bloody officialdom. ‘Sorry.’ And they had the effrontery to take the other, in spite of his Sinn Fein and Communist mumbo jumbo in the newspapers, they took him. Highly likely to put a bomb in one of their letter boxes, blow up Buckingham Palace, but no ‘sorry, old chap’ there. It would have served them right if he had shown himself in his true colours.


His head and neck poked out tortoise-wise from the khaki shell. His eyes watered and two tiny tears trekked down the furrows in his cheeks, skirting the corners of his grey moustache, and were dried by the wind on his chin. Still no whistle from up the line. Soon the light would be gone. Damn it to hell. Hated those roads in the dark. The lights in the Ford were packing in. Must see Greely about a new battery. Money draining away. Wastepaper basket full of unopened bills. Best place for them. Great little car, though. Must be all of twenty-five years old. Nothing made like that nowadays. Blown together, like everything else. Nothing made to last longer than a year or two. Pouring money into the pockets of the manufacturers. He chewed at the corner of his moustache with decaying teeth and looked hopefully towards the signal box. Jimmy still had the paper in front of his face. No point in standing there in the cold. He turned into the shelter of the hall. It wasn’t much warmer and you could smell the gents. Nip out to the car for a minute or two.


‘Is it yourself, Major?’


‘Ha,’ said the Major, stopping in his tracks and looking round.


The station-master, hatless, genial, smiled across the half-door leading to his own private room. Behind him glowed a heaped coal fire.


‘Nice to see you, Macken.’


The Major changed direction, and strode, hand outstretched, towards the station-master. For years now, since things had drifted, hard times settling in, he had worn, during the colder parts of the winter, a pair of old brown gloves with the fingers cut out. He still suffered from chilblains though, and his fingers drove him mad at night, flaming and itching, until he longed to rip the discoloured skin off with his nails. The station-master shook the offered hand. The chill from the five fingers penetrated his fat palm.


‘You’re famished.’


‘It’s the bloody east wind. It cuts through you. I can’t say I’ll be sorry when the winter’s over.’


The station-master opened his little door and stepped out into the hall. He made a fat bow towards his room.


‘Come in and have a warm up. Is it the Dublin train you’re waiting for?’


‘Minnie.’


‘Sure enough. She’s fifteen minutes behind time, anyway. You’ve still a wait ahead of you. It’s seldom we see you round these parts. Please avail yourself.’


‘Splendid,’ said the Major. ‘Kindness itself. I’ll be with you in a minute. Must just pop out to the-ah-car – see she’s ah, yes . . .’


‘Quite.’


One of the station-master’s eyelids dropped fractionally in spite of himself.


‘ . . . locked.’


The station-master thought of his own Austin Cambridge gleaming in the garage not a hundred yards away and smiled complacently. You needed your wits about you in this world, and wits weren’t something the Major was bursting with, God help him.


‘I’ve a fresh pot of tea just made.’


‘Splendid.’


He almost ran out into the street. The Ford was parked about twenty yards down the hill, opposite the Railway Bar. He opened the kerbside door. No eyes peered from curtained windows, no one moved nearby. The lights from the Railway Bar were reflected gaily in the wet road. He leaned over into the back and felt under the rug on the floor. The blood rushed to his head, and for a moment he felt dizzy, thought he was going to faint. His hand gripped hard on the back of the seat. After a moment he straightened up. It was all right. He wiped his mouth with the back of a brown mitten and closed the car door again. He locked it carefully and put the key in his trousers pocket. He walked slowly back to the station, and into Mr Macken’s room. The heat was tremendous. Mr Macken had drawn two chairs up to the fire, in anticipation.


‘Sit down there now, Major, and get some of the chill out of your bones.’


The Major opened his greatcoat and sat down, feet outstretched towards the blaze. The chilblains began to stir. Mr Macken was pouring stewed tea out of a tin pot.


‘Sugar?’


‘No thanks. Cosy little place you’ve got here.’


The station-master handed him his cup.


‘My sanctum sanctorum.’ He winked. ‘You’d be surprised what goes on in here. It’s more than just seeing trains through the station, I can tell you that.’


‘Ha.’


‘How do you think a man on my pay keeps three kids at a private school, takes the wife to Dublin, and the kids to the seaside? New car?’


He leant eagerly towards the Major, his eyes fixed on the seamed face. The Major shook his head.


‘I use my wits.’ Mr Macken tapped the top of his head with a fat finger. ‘Wits. Mind you, this is between ourselves.’


‘Certainly.’


‘In this job you’d be surprised what comes your way, if you’re a man with his wits about him.’


‘I’ve no doubts.’


The station-master leaned back in his chair and patted lovingly his breast-pocket; he’d more money in there than the old fella had in the bank. Buy him and sell him he could, if he felt so inclined. Wasn’t all cake being gentry these days.


‘That’s a great bit of coal there.’ He nodded at the leaping flames. ‘Nothing like a good scuttle of coal. You never get warmth like that from th’ould turf.’


‘No.’


‘What’s the situation like up your way?’


‘Situation?’


‘Fuel.’


‘Oh . . . ah . . . yes. The usual wet turf.’


‘They sell it too soon. Out for a quick profit.’


‘We use our own wood mostly. Kelly always seems to be cutting down trees.’


‘I could maybe manage to put a couple of tons of coal in your way. If you’d be interested, that is.’


‘Well . . .’


‘At, of course, no profit to myself. Nothing like coal for a good blaze.’


The Major sighed.


‘Not just at the moment thanks, Macken. One way or another we’re a bit . . .’


‘Credit terms available.’


‘. . . pushed. What with one thing and another.’


They supped their tea in silence for a moment. The Major’s chilblains began to act up. He twitched his fingers peevishly.


‘It’s not often these days you come this way.’


‘I’ve a little call.’


‘Your mother, God rest her, was a great one for travelling. I mind well the time, and I a young porter, she would be coming and going all the time. A great restless woman. Rugs, boxes, and bags all over the platform.’


And, he thought to himself, she was a most unsatisfactory tipper.


‘Times have changed,’ said the Major.


‘Minnie’d be a big girl now.’


‘Sixteen.’


‘Bless her.’


‘Just finished school.’


‘What’ll she be doing then?’


The Major shrugged.


‘God knows. She’s just been spending Christmas with the General in London. I had hoped she’d get it into her head to stay over there.’ He rubbed at his feverish fingers.


‘My two eldest are over there now.’


‘Ha.’


‘And the girl mad to go, only her mother won’t let her. Good money they’re making.’


‘I’m sure.’


‘Never see them from one year’s end to the other.’


‘That’s the way with the young. Spread their . . . ah . . .’


‘Never fancied to go there myself, somehow.’


‘. . . wings.’


They sipped and stared into the flames, their faces shining with the heat. Best English coal, nothing like it, beckoning with golden fingers.


‘You can’t stop them nowadays. If they want to do something they do it. And to hell with their parents. I could have fixed them up here with something if they’d stayed. But they wouldn’t hear of it. It’s their mother misses them. Worries. It’s a terrible place for trouble over there.’


The Major cleared his throat. These days phlegm settled with too much ease around his vocal cords. He had to use his handkerchief. The bloody weather got you down.


‘When are they closing you here?’


‘Next year. So they say. I’ll believe it when it happens.’


‘What’ll you do?’


‘I have outside interests. And I’ll have the pension. Jimmy in the box will maybe have trouble, though. They said they’d try and place him on the buses, but you never know.’


‘It’s a disgrace. If they pulled their socks up in Dublin and ran things more efficiently, they wouldn’t have to close down country lines like this. Hardships.’


‘True enough.’


‘Never give a thought to anything outside Dublin. Develop Dublin and the industrial front and the rest can go hang.’


‘True for you.’


‘It’s a scandal.’


‘It’s politics you should be in, Major.’


Somewhere a bell clanged. The station-master stood up and reached down his hat from a hook on the wall. He put it carefully on his head.


‘That’s the bell from the Halt. She’ll only be a couple of minutes now. Don’t stir yourself. I’ll tell Minnie you’re here.’


‘No. No. I’ll come. Thanks all the same.’


He drained down the remains of his tea. A pile of fat black tea leaves covered the bottom of his cup. Paradise for the fortune-teller. There was a distant whistle. Mr Macken went out on to the platform, pulling the navy collar of his uniform coat up round his ears as he went.


‘All the best, Major.’


The Major put his cap on the table and took his time about getting to his feet. Old bones ache if moved too quickly. He looked at himself for a moment in the glass that hung over the fireplace, ‘Guinness is good for you’ stamped in gold letters across the centre. He looked terrible. Circulation all to hell. Must pop up to Dublin soon and have a thorough check-up. He looked old. No medicine men could do anything about that. He pulled his check cap out of his pocket and put it on, pulling the peak well down over his tender eyes. He hawked and spat into the fire, which sizzled angrily back at him. He turned to the window. Jimmy’s signal was at green. The lights were on now in the box, and he could see the grey figure leaning on the handle, like a barman pulling a long pint. The train came round the corner. The smoke bursting out of it was almost black, and filled with whirling galaxies of golden sparks. The Major went out on to the platform and looked up at the line of lighted windows. There weren’t more than twenty people on board, and no sign of Minnie anywhere. A knot of anger formed in the back of his throat. Somebody’d boobed and, as usual, he was on the receiving end. Damned if he’d come back tomorrow. What did they all think,

anyway? That he’d nothing better to do than meet trains all day long? He chewed savagely at the corner of his moustache.


‘Uncle Proinnseas.’


He turned quickly, his face under the cap reddening. What did she think she was doing, shouting that ridiculous name all round the station like that? Down by the guard’s van she stood, bunched like an untidy parcel into her grey school coat, a long navy scarf twisted round her head. She waved, and jumped suddenly, with either cold or excitement, as he turned. Slowly he raised a hand and went towards her.


‘Ha. Minnie.’


He stopped and she threw her arms around his neck.


‘Uncle Proinnseas.’


He pecked at her warm cheek and untwined her arms. Making a show of him.


‘Don’t call me that ridiculous name.’


‘You honestly thought I wasn’t on the train, didn’t you? I saw you looking savage.’


‘I couldn’t see you.’


‘I was with Paddy in the van. We had tea and ham sandwiches. What a night to come home. Noye’s fludde.’


‘It’s been like this for weeks.’


‘Oh well, let’s look on the bright side, maybe it’ll make my hair curl.’


Paddy swung two large cases out of the van on to the ground at their feet.


‘Evening, Major.’


‘Evening, Paddy.’


‘Bad night.’


‘Ha. Is that the lot, Minnie?’


He felt in his pocket for a suitable coin. Half a crown it would have to be, taking the tea and sandwiches into consideration.


‘Beastly,’ said Minnie, kicking one of the cases very hard with the toe of her shoe.


‘We’ll burn them ceremonially the moment we get home. The end of an era.’


The coin passed hands and Paddy winked at the Major.


‘You’ll have your hands full now she’s home for good.’


‘Yes,’ said the Major. ‘How’s the wife?’


‘Famous. I’ll tell her you were asking.’


‘Well, Minnie, if that’s all, there’s no use in standing round here in the cold. Can we manage without a porter?’


‘Of course.’


‘Don’t hurt yourself.’


‘Don’t fuss.’


He bent and picked up the larger case of faded green. It had seen him, almost certainly her father, through school. Ivy had dug it out of the attic and scrubbed away the smell of mildew, and it had started once more on the familiar journeys, back and forth. ‘F. E. MacMahon’ was printed on it, in shining black letters. He unlocked the Ford and with a certain effort lifted the two cases on to the back seat. Minnie settled herself into the well-hollowed bucket seat in front and reached over into the back for the rug.


‘No.’


The tone of her uncle’s voice startled her. She withdrew her hand and stared at him. He coughed and fiddled with the edge of his moustache. His fingers looked swollen and sore.


‘I’ll get it for you.’


‘I can manage. Don’t worry.’


‘I said I’ll get it. Didn’t you hear?’


Almost roughly he pushed her arm off the back of the seat and leant over into the back. After a moment he pulled the rug up from the floor and settled it round her.


‘Will you be all right?’


His voice was apologetic.


‘Of course. Thank you.’


He banged the door and walked slowly round the car and let himself into the driver’s seat. He groped on the shelf for his brown leather gauntlet gloves and pulled them on. Minnie watched him silently.


Hucka-hucka-hucka . . .


He let go of the starter and waited a minute.


‘Uncle Bertie has a super new Jag.’


Hucka-hucka-hucka . . .


‘Hmm.’


‘He says he can do over a hundred in it. No problem.’


Hucka-huckahucka-hucka . . .


‘I got his goat a bit by saying that I was sure they fiddled the speedometers to make you think you were going faster than you really were.’


Hucka . . .


‘Don’t you think that’s highly likely?’


‘Damn.’


‘I’ll swing it for you.’


She put out her hand to open the door.


‘You’ll do nothing of the sort.’


‘But . . .’


‘For God’s sake, child, don’t argue.’


‘Have it your own way.’


Hucka. He pulled the starter angrily and the engine caught. Everything vibrated for a moment, then the Major rammed the gear in and they were off.


A long silence on the dark, twisting roads. From time to time the Major cleared his throat. He drove so close to the left-hand ditch that the lower branches of the trees tapped sometimes, like skeleton fingers, on the window by Minnie’s face. What a night to come home. The swinging wind was out to meet her. Giving her a civic reception. She smiled slightly, graciously raised her hand in acknowledgement. She unwound the school scarf and shook her head to loosen her black hair.


‘Something must be done about that mess.’ Aunt Katharine’s Knightsbridge voice spoke in her memory. ‘I’ll make an appointment for you with my girl in Harrods.’ Mute appeal to Uncle Bertie, easy to handle, fond of spoiling little girls. He spoke round his cigar.


‘Leave it, Katharine. It’s charming. She’s a real colleen. Buy her a red petticoat, but don’t touch her hair.’


Grateful eyes in his direction.


Then home. Sighing for her. Unseen hands pulling constantly at the hem of her dress.


‘We hoped that you would look upon this as your home too.’


‘You’re kind. But I want to go home.’


‘What will you do there? There’s nothing to do. Nobody.’


‘I’ll find something.’


‘And, of course, Frank . . .’


‘What about Uncle Frank?’


‘He’s not the most suitable person to bring up a girl of your age.’


‘He’s managed pretty well so far.’


‘It’s different now. You’re not a child any longer.’


‘Then I can look after myself.’


Exasperated sigh.


‘I know a perfectly delightful secretarial college. What are you laughing at?’


‘The idea that any secretarial college could possibly be delightful.’


Pursed lips.


‘Bertie. You’re the only one she listens to.’


‘Leave the child alone.’


‘It’s ridiculous. She’s far too young to make decisions that will affect her whole future life.’


‘You can’t make me stay here if I don’t want to.’


‘Quite. Don’t go on at her, Katharine. Let her go home. After she’s been there a couple of months she’ll be sick of the place. If she’s any sense.’


‘You Irish have no sense of responsibility. If she was my child . . .’


‘You wouldn’t be having this tiresome argument. Like all the others she’d go straight into your blasted secretarial college without a murmur.’


‘If you didn’t approve of what the girls did when they left school, why didn’t you speak?’


‘Because they didn’t need me or my advice. They were well brainwashed into being nice, well brought up bores. This, thank God, is Pat’s child.’


‘A great recommendation.’


‘Katharine!’


His well-fed fingers crumpled into her hair. His interested lips brushed her cheek. She smiled up at him.


‘I can go?’


‘Of course, my dear Minnie. But make sure you come back and visit your old uncle before he gets too old to enjoy your company.’


The unremarkable burn that had curled its way along the valley beside them passed under a bridge and suddenly was transformed into the lough, heaving and swirling out into the mist. The road ran by the loughside a while, and the sharp smell of seaweed reached Minnie’s nose. Just in sight, four white shapes tossed on the waves.


‘Look, Uncle Frank,’ she broke the silence, ‘the children of Lir.’


‘Ha,’ said the Major.


Her words seemed to have released something in him. His hand groped out and patted her knee.


‘It’ll be good to have you home again.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Ivy’s looking forward to seeing you.’


‘How is she?’


‘The same. Don’t know what we’d do without her.’


‘Darling Ivy.’


‘Ha.’


He wrenched the wheel, and they spun round a corner, missing the whitewashed wall of the Gortnaree National School by inches.


‘Nearly home,’ gasped the Major, alarmed by his own recklessness.


‘I hope we make it.’


Minnie put out her hand and touched the St Christopher medal fastened to the middle of the dashboard. The village houses leaned against each other, a row of old friends, staring across the narrow road at the waves. The windows glowed, and bright lights patterned the road from the open shop doors. A small pier curved out into the water, and a few boats bobbed below the grey stone wall. Up behind the village the mountain rose into the clouds, and on the gentle, cultivated slopes at its foot stood the two churches. Just off the road leading on to the Major’s house, the Protestant church crouched like a little old lady, embarrassed at being found some place she had no right to be, behind a row of black yew trees. The other end of the village, on a slight eminence, a semi-cathedral topped by an ornate gold cross preened itself triumphantly.
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