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Darkness settles on roofs and walls,


But the sea, the sea in the darkness calls;


The little waves, with their soft, white hands,


Efface the footprints in the sands,


And the tide rises, the tide falls.


 


‘The Tide Rises, The Tide Falls’


Henry Wadsworth Longfellow










CHRISTMAS DAY 2010


Mags unlocks the wardrobe. With cold fingers she parts the thick wall of hanging clothes, sliding a hand through to the darkened depths behind. She leans in as she feels around, fabrics brushing against her cheek, their movement releasing the dusty, perfumed scent of the past. Her breath catches in her throat when she finds it, its edges rigid lines under the flimsy folds of an old, threadbare shawl.


The shoebox.


Her eyes close as she lifts it out, only opening again when she perches on the edge of the bed and settles it on her lap. She doesn’t need its contents to remind her: she carries the secrets in her head. Always.


But sometimes she gets scared.


Scared that the passing of time might dim the memories. That what happened might somehow fade to nothing without a regular shot of proof. As she carefully eases off the lid, she hears PJ downstairs in the kitchen, his tuneless whistling while he attempts all the jobs she’d thought she’d be doing herself. She’s glad he’s taken over: she wouldn’t be able for it today. Mags has never been mad about all the trouble to do with Christmas anyway. The huge amount of preparation, the frantic running around like the end of the world is on the way. But … she’s always looked forward to that time, late on Christmas Eve, when there’s no more gallivanting to be done. When a gentle peace has settled all around and the three of them sit by the blazing fire, Mags looking at her husband and her daughter and trying to thank God for what she has, instead of berating Him for what she’s lost. And seeing, in PJ’s eyes, his hope that the coming year might be easier for her than the one almost passed.


But none of that has happened this time. Orla hadn’t made it home.


There was Mags on Christmas Eve, hoping against hope. Making sure everything was right: the tree positioned exactly in the front window so that Orla would see the twinkling lights as she drove into the yard; the homemade mince pies laid out on the tray with the best china; the fire roaring in the grate. As the morning wore on, she knew in her heart it wasn’t going to be possible. They’d heard on the news that parts of the Dublin road were impassable. There hasn’t been snow like it in years. Not since before Orla was born. All over the country people are stranded, stuck in places they don’t want to be. For the past week, PJ has spent the best part of an hour each morning clearing the yard. Only for the jeep, they’d have found it difficult even to get down to the village. When Orla had phoned at lunchtime, Mags had managed to hold it together. But later, as the night closed down around her, she’d stared hard at the fire with tears in her eyes, trying to make sense of the fact that, for the first time ever, her daughter would not be at home for Christmas.


And here is Mags now on Christmas morning, sitting on her bed, looking into the box and thinking that, this time twenty-eight years ago, Orla was just about becoming a tiny speck inside her. That’s what makes her absence now all the more unbearable. She’d been conceived on Christmas Eve. Mags is sure about that. When she’d discovered why it was she hadn’t been feeling herself, she’d cried for hours, her tears as much of sadness as of joy. PJ had grinned widely when she’d told him. He said they’d given themselves the best Christmas present they could have wished for.


Today Mags can hardly stand the empty feeling she has inside. No amount of PJ trying to cheer her up has worked. He’s upset too, she knows that, but he’s better at coping. He was up well before her, brought her breakfast in bed, made sure she took one of her pills. It’s helped a little, has sanded down the sharp edges of her thoughts. But it hasn’t stopped her thinking altogether. She has too much time for thinking today, that’s the problem, reminding herself of things she doesn’t need reminding of. The events of that summer when Orla was growing inside her. And all that came before. She keeps everything safe in the box. Letters. Postcards. Photographs. Each memento plays a role in the secret story that’s always in her thoughts. A story that can’t remain hidden forever.


She lifts out an envelope. How many times has she read this letter over the years? Countless. She almost knows every one of her sister’s neatly written words by heart.






Weds, 20 July 1983


Dear Margaret,


You’re probably wondering why I’m writing again. No need to worry, nothing’s changed. Tim’s still catching the afternoon sailing from Holyhead on Monday, please God. We haven’t told him yet. We’re saving the excitement till Friday, when he gets his holidays from school.


I’ve been thinking a lot about all this and I just want to say, Margaret, that I trust you. If we dithered over letting him go on his own it wasn’t because we didn’t think he’d be safe. It hasn’t been an easy decision, I’m not going to deny it, but Ed and I know you’ll look after him.


Things have been a bit cool between us over the years. But I really feel that’s about to change. Once the baby arrives, you’re going to be so much happier. I can tell from your letters that you’re already a lot brighter in yourself. It’s been a rocky road for all of us. But things might have been so much worse. We did what was best. I still believe that.


Will be in touch. Look after yourself.


Much love,


Joan


PS Make sure Tim writes to let us know he arrived in one piece.








Tim. Lord almighty. Had she been mad to invite him to stay that summer and she seven months gone? She’s asked herself that question a thousand times. What had she been trying to prove? That she’d be up to it? That she’d be able to cope? And how would things have turned out if he hadn’t come? Perhaps they’d all still be in her life now. Imagine that …


She reads the lines again and thinks back to the day Tim arrived, all those years ago. How she’d kissed PJ through the van window before he set off for Dún Laoghaire. How she’d sat anxiously waiting in the kitchen, the sun and shade playing chase across the floor and the baby twisting and turning, like a water creature, inside her. She remembers being a bit put out at what Joan had written. I trust you … What had she been trying to say? That Mags should be grateful her own sister trusted her? Sure didn’t she send the lad over on his own – wasn’t that evidence enough? She’d hardly needed to go writing it down. Making Mags feel like an eejit and she thirty years of age. Being the oldest, Joan was always the bossy so-and-so. Still and all, Mags had cried when she left for England. She missed having her sister around. Mammy and Daddy were always so busy with the farm, and the boys … well, they were boys. We did what was best. Mags often wonders if that’s really true.


She remembers again how she’d pushed Joan’s letter into her apron pocket after she’d read it that day and hauled herself upstairs. How she’d had the feeling she might be able to see the ferry from the window in the spare room. She’d stood gazing out at the shining silver strip of the sea beyond the golden-green stretch of fields, staring until her eyes had stung and she’d felt her legs might buckle beneath her.


She takes a mass card from the group of several stacked together in the box. With deepest sympathy. The small cutting of newsprint she keeps inside it floats down onto the bed. Her eyes crease as she reads the printed words, then cloud with tears as they always do. Such a tiny notice of a tragedy so huge.


The memories unfurl themselves, drifting out from the coral ridges of her brain.


The bright blue of the sky and the biting cold wind.


The shoving and rolling and heaving. The water deep and black and endless.


And the space around her closing in. Squeezing. Turning her inside out.


‘What in the name of …?’ PJ pokes his head around the door. Mags’s face is hidden, the pillow muffling her gulping sobs. ‘Mags? Are you all right?’ He sits on the bed beside her, places a huge warm hand on her back. ‘Come on, love. ’Tis Christmas Day. You can’t be stuck up here on your own.’


When his wife turns to him, he sees her cheeks are wet and blotched, her eyes red-rimmed. ‘I’ll be grand,’ she croaks. ‘Just leave me a while.’


His shoulders rise and fall as he sighs. ‘I will not and well you know it.’ He takes her arm, helps her to sit up. ‘I know ’tis not easy. I do. And now all this upset with the weather. We could’ve done without that, so we could.’


‘I just wish Orla was here,’ she whispers. ‘I know I wouldn’t feel so bad if she was.’


PJ pulls her close, winding his heavy arms around her thin frame. ‘All your fussing over her would’ve taken your mind off of the rest of it, isn’t that so?’ he says, over her head. ‘Listen. I’m sure a thaw is on the way. She’ll be down in a few days. Isn’t that right?’ Mags stays silent, and statue-still. His embrace tightens, then loosens. He pulls away and looks hard into her face. His voice is grim, stony. ‘All this has got to stop. You know that, don’t you?’ She keeps her eyes down. ‘I mean it, Mags. I don’t want to walk in one day and find …’ He runs his fingers over his bearded chin and swallows hard. He knows there’s no point. Not today. Not when she’s in this state. ‘Look,’ he says, softer now. ‘We’ll say no more about it for the moment. Let’s just try and enjoy the day as best we can.’ He stands up. ‘Come on. You go and sort yourself out. Get dressed and all that.’


Mags sniffs, pulls a tissue from her sleeve and holds it to her nose. She drags herself to standing and shuffles out to the bathroom.


PJ looks at the shoebox sitting on the bed. For a moment, he’s seized by the strongest urge to carry it downstairs and hurl it into the fire. It’s not the first time he’s felt like that. But he wonders if it could be the last. If there may be some way to put an end to all this pain. He’s not going to get rid of it – he’d never do that to Mags – and what he’s thinking about may not even work. But he’s prepared to take the chance. He leans down, rifles through the box and finds the photograph he wants. He scans it for a second, flinching at the bittersweet memory, then jogs quickly around the bed to the wardrobe, slipping it into the pocket of a tweed jacket he never wears.




Tim fell asleep that July afternoon and woke up in another country. When he felt the ferry crunching into the dock he knew he’d arrived, but he had no memory of the journey. Before he opened his eyes, he lay there for a moment, still curled in his seat, and he knew things were not the same. That time or space – or something inside him – had shifted. A lot or just a little, he couldn’t tell.


He listened to the shuffling passengers, to the trundle and squeak of suitcase wheels and tried to make sense of the way he felt. He’d fallen asleep on journeys before – in the back of the car for the annual two weeks in Cornwall, on the airless bus to and from school – but this was different. And then there was the dream. Back home, his dreams were shallow, almost transparent, fading as soon as he woke. This dream still swam around his body, fusing to his skin, like barnacles on a whale. Dreaming on water was different, it seemed. And the deeper the water, the deeper the dream.


He dreamed he was a ship.


Not just any ship, but the actual ferry he was on. He was on it and he was it. He’d felt the huge, hard bulk of himself slicing through the greasy waves; the painted silver steel of his flesh; the pump-pump of an engine-heart deep inside his hull. Felt the sea propelling him forward, squeezing up against his sides in great swirling billows that came and went, push-pushing him on through the depths. And sometimes in the dream he was the sea. The sea and the ship together. He was the suck and the swell and the bow and the stern, rolling, sliding, surging through a cloud of deepest, blackest black. Now was all he knew. There was no memory behind him. And yet, as he dreamed, he sensed there was purpose in his journey, in the course his sailing self was charting. It was greater than the metal carcass, greater than the push and pull. Something certain had hold of him in that dream: he could feel it. And it wasn’t letting go.


He stretched out his legs and sat upright in his seat. His stomach was raw and it stung, as if he’d swallowed then puked up a bellyful of salt water. The funny thing was, he hadn’t felt seasick at all, despite Mum’s worries. In fact, he’d found a peculiar sort of comfort as soon as he’d stepped onboard. But now he felt inside-out, slippery, almost skinless. Not like himself at all.


It wasn’t surprising he’d slept: he’d lain awake for hours the night before. Around three in the morning he’d tiptoed down to the kitchen for some squash and on his way back to bed had quietly pushed open the door of his parents’ room. He’d stood watching them for a moment: the dark cave of Mum’s open mouth; the oily tentacles of Dad’s hair, out of place and exposing the pink shell of his head. There was something fragile and dry about them that night, as though whatever made them real had been sucked out. It was the nearest thing to them being dead. Tim had felt his heart flutter, his breath shudder at the back of his throat as he looked at them. Six weeks away from home. A summer in Ireland with an aunt and uncle he’d never met. How was it possible to be so scared and so excited at the same time?


It should have been the two of them. Tim and Mum. That had been the plan. Tim’s Auntie Margaret – Mum’s sister – sent him a birthday card every year without fail. Always the same greeting in the same loopy handwriting. Happy birthday, Tim, love from Mags. (Mum didn’t call her ‘Mags’. It was always ‘Auntie Margaret’.) And in the last few years, she’d added, Would love to see you all. You’re more than welcome to visit over the summer. ‘Can we go?’ Tim would ask. ‘Please?’


‘Not this year,’ Mum would reply. ‘But we will. Some day.’


And then they’d end up going to Cornwall. Again. Not that Tim didn’t enjoy Cornwall. But he would’ve liked a change. The journey took forever and he hated having no one his own age to talk to for such a long time. Last year, he’d wanted his best friend, Mark, to come along, too. ‘He’s already asked. He’s allowed,’ he’d pleaded.


Mum had wagged her finger. ‘Not by me, he’s not.’


‘It’s a family holiday, Tim,’ Dad had said. ‘It’s not a free-for-all. We can’t have just anybody tagging along.’


Tim had sulked. Mark wasn’t ‘anybody’. But they couldn’t be persuaded.


Earlier in the year, Auntie Margaret had told Mum her ‘news’. She was going to have a baby. Some time in September. That was that, then, Tim had thought. There’ll be no invitation this time. So, when his birthday card arrived, he was amazed to see, along with the usual greeting, something that opened up a whole world of possibilities: Now that you’re fourteen, Tim, you’d be well able to come over on your own, if your mammy and daddy allow it. When he’d shown it to Mum, she’d looked at Dad. A long, loaded gaze.


She frowned and shook her head. ‘I’m not sure.’


I’m not sure? Tim had been expecting an out-and-out ‘No.’ Even ‘Absolutely not.’ ‘I’m not sure’ suggested there was hope. On his own? Surely he’d never be allowed.


Dad had stroked his nose and pursed his lips. Actions that usually showed he was thinking hard. He’d ummed and hmmed and paced about the kitchen, opening his mouth several times before shutting it again. Eventually he spat it out: ‘Why don’t the two of you go? You bring him over, Joan. I’m sure Margaret would appreciate some help, what with she … you know … the baby coming …’


Mum’s eyebrows slipped. ‘I don’t know, Ed. I … What about Cornwall? What about—’


‘Just do it. You haven’t been over since the funerals. Show Tim your home country.’


Mum’s parents had died within months of each other when Tim was about eight. He’d never met them. Had barely known they existed. Mum had gone over both times. Flying visits. Over and back in twenty-four hours.


‘Go on,’ Dad continued. ‘Once and for all. It’s about time.’


‘All right, then,’ Mum said, with a sigh. ‘We’ll go.’


Just like that? Tim was shocked. OK, so he wasn’t going on his own, but it’d been settled so easily. Without any pleading on his behalf. Parents. They were hard to understand sometimes.


Arrangements were made. They’d leave just as soon as the school holidays began. Tim was really looking forward to it. He’d never been on a boat before. Never been in another country.


Then things went wrong. Two weeks before they were due to go. He’d known it was all too good to be true.


Tim took the blame. He’d meant to go back and pick up his Rubik’s Cube after it had dropped on the stairs. He’d been on his way to bed and carrying too much, trying to avoid having to make two trips. A glass of cold milk in one hand, a quartered orange in the other, a pair of freshly ironed pyjamas draped over one arm, his schoolbag on his shoulder (last-minute revision for the summer exams), and his Rubik’s Cube tucked into his armpit. He’d buried his face in his pillow when he heard Dad yell. The hospital doctor said Dad wasn’t the first person to break an ankle falling up the stairs. And it wasn’t the first injury he’d seen brought about by the careless placement of a Rubik’s Cube either. A complicated fracture. Eight weeks in plaster. He’d be off work for the duration. It was hard to look Dad in the eye. Especially when he was hobbling around on his crutches.


‘That’s the end of our trip, then,’ Mum said. ‘Can’t leave Dad on his own.’


Tim didn’t know which feeling was worse. The guilt or the disappointment. He came home from school each day and there was Dad. Watching Countdown. Leg up on a footstool. Miserable. Dad was used to being out and about. He worked as a claims assessor for an insurance company. Tim wasn’t exactly sure what that was. Something to do with people getting money when their houses flooded or went on fire. Boring. Tim wanted to be a photographer. He wanted to travel to out-of-the-way places and bring back pictures of things most people had never seen. That had been his plan for the trip to Ireland. Not that Ireland was an undiscovered country or anything like that, but he would’ve made good use of his camera there all the same. He’d imagined showing Dad his photos, telling him all about the trip. What they’d seen. What they’d done. Now all that had been thrown out of the window and he’d nothing to look forward to. It made him not care about his exams. He’d told Dad maths had been ‘easy’ but was pretty sure he’d failed. The summer stretched out before him like an empty road – long, grey and unexciting.


Until the morning of the last day of school. ‘We’ve been thinking, Tim,’ Mum had said, as she’d spread her thinly buttered toast with lemon marmalade. ‘Haven’t we, Dad?’


‘Hmm? What?’ Dad looked up from his porridge. Mum winked. ‘Oh. Yes. Indeed. We’ve been thinking.’


‘Go on. You tell him,’ Mum said, biting into her toast.


And there it was. The adventure. Mum had already written to Auntie Margaret and had received her reply in that morning’s post. (It wasn’t as easy as just giving her a call. Auntie Margaret didn’t have a telephone.) ‘We’re trusting you,’ Mum said, after Dad had explained. ‘Allowing you go on your own. It’s a big thing, Tim. You understand that, don’t you?’


Tim nodded. This was big. This was huge.


‘It’s not been an easy decision,’ Dad said, ‘but, well … you’re growing up and …’ he sprinkled more sugar onto his porridge ‘… take it from me. Do you good to get away for a while. Make you appreciate what you have at home.’


‘Dad’s right,’ Mum said. ‘Auntie Margaret says you’re welcome to stay until you need to come back for school. She’ll look after you well. And your uncle PJ will, too. I know I only met him the once. At Daddy’s funeral. But he seems like a good sort.’


Tim could hardly take it in.


‘I didn’t want you thinking I’d ruined your chance of a holiday,’ Dad said.


Tim protested: ‘But it was me who—’


‘It was an accident. Don’t be blaming yourself.’ Dad poured himself a cup of tea. ‘Water under the bridge.’


‘And you’re … you’re happy to let me go? On my own?’


Mum stood up, smoothed her skirt and started clearing away the breakfast things. ‘Hurry up now. You don’t want to be late.’


Dad leaned in and whispered to Tim, ‘Took a while to persuade her. You know how she is.’


‘If she’s not happy about it, maybe I shouldn’t go.’


‘You go and enjoy yourself, son.’ He smiled and landed a pretend punch to Tim’s cheek.


A few days later, Tim found himself on the way to Holyhead to catch a three o’clock ferry. Mum drove, with Dad stretched out on the back seat issuing instructions. He only made things worse. She was nervous enough as it was. She knew how to drive, all right, but usually just short journeys. To the shopping centre. To town. Places she knew well. By the time they arrived, her face was pretty much the same colour as the sea. Green.


In the waiting room, Dad shook Tim’s hand. ‘Good luck on the voyage, son,’ he said, sounding all serious.


‘It’s the Irish Sea, Dad, not the Pacific Ocean.’


Dad fumbled in his trouser pocket for his wallet and produced a handful of Irish notes.


Tim counted them. ‘Thirty quid? Thanks, Dad!’ He stuffed the money into the pocket of his jeans.


‘Fiver a week,’ Dad said. ‘If you’re staying for the whole holidays, that is. Let’s see how you get on, shall we? Play it by ear, as they say.’


Mum pulled a crumpled length of pink toilet paper from her handbag and held it over her nose. A weird noise escaped from her throat. She’d probably have attracted less attention if she’d just gone ahead and cried instead of trying not to. Dad tried to put his arm around her but he couldn’t balance on just one crutch. He coughed. ‘Now, now, Joan. Everything’s going to be all right.’


Mum gave Tim a long, tight hug. ‘Write as soon as you arrive,’ she said, pulling away and taking his face in her hands. ‘Let me know you got there safely. Don’t forget.’


‘I won’t.’ He pulled away. ‘Promise.’


She held on to his fingers for as long as she could, only letting go when Dad said Tim really needed to board. ‘Want to be sure he gets a seat, love. Big enough crowd all the same.’ He patted Tim on the back. ‘Enjoy yourself, son.’ He grinned. ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, eh?’ Mum elbowed him and made a face. She was trying not to laugh now.


Tim turned away, a smile flickering about his lips as he walked towards the ferry. Just as he was about to board, right at the very last second, he glanced back and caught Mum’s eye. He wasn’t sure if it was the look she gave him, or if it was because he was hovering between earth and sea, but something wild and tingling had galloped up and down his body and he’d had to grab hold of the rail and lean into it, he was so dizzy. Once inside the ferry, he’d flopped down in the first empty seat he could find, drawn his knees to his chest and fallen asleep in minutes.


Now that he was awake, he wondered what had gone on around him as he’d slept. Had his things been touched? Was anything missing? Hurriedly, he unbuckled his rucksack. The packed lunch Mum had given him was still there – a Tupperware box containing a pork pie, a hard-boiled egg and a slice of Battenburg. He wolfed down a bite each of the pie and the egg, then stuffed the slice of cake into his mouth. He pushed his hand down into the rucksack, past his clothes and the ordered way Mum had packed them: the jeans and T-shirts carefully rolled into tight sausage shapes; the rain jacket folded into its own pocket; the socks and underwear stuffed inside the shiny brown brogues she’d insisted on buying for him. He wouldn’t have been upset if the shoes had been stolen. He couldn’t ever see himself wearing them. He felt around some more. Phew. His camera was OK, wrapped in the woolly cushioning of his cricket jumper.


As he pulled his hand out, his fingers slid over the shiny cover of a hardback drawing pad. He groaned. His summer art project. He’d shoved it in at the last minute. Miss Thistle, his art teacher, expected it to be ‘completed in full’ by the time he went back in September. Tim liked art. But Miss Thistle made it a lot less enjoyable than it should’ve been. ‘Complex Patterns in Our Natural Surroundings’ was the title she’d chosen. She made it sound as boring as maths. At least she’d said she’d allow the use of photographs as well as drawings to illustrate it. He could use his Kodak, get the film developed once he got back home. He stood up, lifted the rucksack and slung it over one shoulder. It felt as though the ferry was still moving when he walked: his steps wavered, bouncing through what seemed like an altered gravity. Is this what happens when you go to another place? Is somewhere else just a different kind of real? Floating down the gangway, his heart quickened. He knew he hadn’t, but he couldn’t help thinking he’d left something behind.


Dún Laoghaire. (Pronounced ‘Dun Leery’, Dad had said.) That’s where the ferry docked. In the atlases and maps he’d studied before his journey, Tim had seen it spelled several ways – Dún Laoghaire, Dun Laoire, Dunleary – which was all a little confusing. But, then, everything was confusing that day. Even the light. It was sharp, blinding, yet it was soapy and soft. And everything around – the dissipating crowd, the string of cars worming from the ferry, the jagged skyline of spires and roofs – it all made him feel as if he was looking out through other eyes, that he was in a different body, that he wasn’t really fourteen-year-old Tim Swift, only child of Joan and Edward, who’d left Holyhead three and a half hours earlier. He was sure he stood out, too. Like a tropical fish in a flock of garden birds.


He sat down on a low wall and waited, as he’d been told, for Uncle PJ. ‘Don’t worry, he’ll know you,’ Mum had said. ‘I sent Auntie Margaret a picture.’ But what did PJ look like? What kind of person was he? It was strange, waiting for someone you didn’t know. The only uncle he’d met before was Dad’s younger brother, John. ‘Gentle John’, Mum called him. He and Dad were close – it’d been just the two of them growing up. No other brothers or sisters. Mum came from a larger family. She was the eldest, Auntie Margaret the youngest, with four or five brothers in between who’d all emigrated to Canada years ago. That was about all he knew. Mum didn’t talk about her childhood much, where she came from, stuff like that.


Tim looked up. The sky was paper-white with cloud, the kind that could start spitting rain or might just as easily break apart to blue. The sounds and smells – the electric buzz of waves, the lonely cry of seagulls; bitter exhaust fumes, the briny tang of the sea: he felt, somehow, that they should be familiar, that he should know them. Maybe someone had described them to him once and their memories had become his own. And the way people were speaking, their accents. They all sounded like Mum.


‘Tim, is it?’ A beanpole of a man appeared. Tim had to lean back in order to look at his face. His hair was a sunburst of orange curls and his beard was much the same. ‘I’m your uncle PJ.’ He stretched out his hand and Tim took it, feeling reassured by the strength of the shake. The introduction over, PJ grabbed Tim’s rucksack. ‘This way,’ he said, taking off at top speed. Tim slid from the wall and began to follow, his uncle’s torso swerving around bodies, bending left and right as he zigzagged through the crowd. Tim almost had to run to keep up. They went along the seafront then crossed the road, PJ dodging cars and disappearing down a lane when he got to the other side. Tim hung back, waiting for a break in the traffic, catching up just in time to see PJ toss his rucksack into the back of a dusty, tobacco-coloured Hiace van.


As his uncle folded himself into the driver’s seat, Tim climbed in on the passenger side and the van pulled away, sailing out onto the main road and straight through a red light, serenaded by a chorus of horns that only faded when they turned right at the next junction.


It was hard to get comfortable. The footwell was cluttered: black welly boots caked with what looked and smelt like fresh cow shit; a plastic tub of tile glue; the head of a pickaxe; a Maxwell House coffee jar filled with nails. Papers littered the dash: hand-written receipts; parking tickets; brown bags scribbled with sums. And a biscuit tin, its battered lid gouged with the word ‘screws’, was wedged between the front seats. Tim wriggled about, moving his feet until he found a space for them to rest. Once he was settled, he studied his uncle from the corner of his eye. PJ’s head touched the roof of the car – at least, his hair did – and his knees got in the way of his arms. He stroked the fur-covered steering wheel with the palm of his right hand, whistling through his teeth, not very tunefully. With his over-long limbs and wild hair, Tim thought he looked like a cross between a lion and a giraffe. Some sort of mutant animal dressed in a mustard sports jacket and a pair of mud-splattered brown slacks.


With the town behind them, PJ broke the silence and asked how Tim had enjoyed the journey.


‘It was … it was OK.’


‘Choppy, was it?’


‘Uh, a little. Maybe. I think so,’ Tim said.


‘Don’t seem too sure.’


‘I … I was asleep.’


PJ glanced at him, then let his eyes wander back to the road. Miles passed without either of them speaking. Tim felt awkward. It wasn’t that his uncle was unfriendly, but he wasn’t doing much to put Tim at his ease.


As they drove, Tim glimpsed patches of sparkling blue sea to his left every now and again. They passed through a small, bustling town with narrow streets barely able to contain the traffic. Rainbows of plastic buckets and spades and blow-up rings were strung across shop fronts, twirling and flapping in the breeze. Crowds of people filled the paths, spilling out onto the streets – the holidaymakers: T-shirted kids waving ice-creams, ambling adults displaying sunburned flesh. And the locals: agitated women hauling plastic bags of groceries, weather-beaten old men leaning on sticks, watching the world going by. PJ seemed annoyed at having to slow down to a crawl. He mumbled under his breath every time he had to brake.


The miles passed. The sky cracked apart in places, spattering the sheep-dotted fields with fleeting patches of shadow and sun. Then the road began to climb and, from his vantage point, Tim could see a bigger expanse of the Irish Sea. Far out on the misty horizon he spotted the white smudge of the ferry making its return journey to Wales. Watching it, his heart pounded as the breadth of the distance he’d travelled became clear. He hoped it wouldn’t be long before they got to Lissenmore, the village where Auntie Margaret and PJ lived. Tim didn’t expect there’d be much to it. When he hadn’t been able to locate it on any map, Dad had said it was more than likely a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it kind of place. It wasn’t too far from where Mum had been born. About thirty miles or so. He’d been able to extract that much information from her at least.


‘Not too long now,’ PJ said, reading Tim’s thoughts. ‘Far side of that hill.’ He took a right turn. The hill ahead rose up from the earth like the arched back of a waking beast and, as they drew closer, Tim saw its surface was a fur of purple-green heather while, in sloping lines near its summit, bands of pale rock showed through like bone. Skirting round the edge, they came to a crossroads where a flat-capped man in a dark suit and a headscarfed woman with a bicycle stood chatting beside a butter-coloured telephone box. The man saluted and PJ sounded his horn as he drove straight on without slowing. The road widened out for a stretch and, on the left, standing in a verge of recently cut lush grass was a white metal sign painted with black letters that read ‘Lissenmore’. Tim noticed a playing field with a peculiar-looking set of goals on the right and, further along, what he guessed was a school – a long, low prefab building, its tarmac yard deserted and its gates chained shut for the summer. The village was a cheerless little place, one street lined with dusty, old-fashioned shop fronts that had all seen better days. One had its windows blacked out with yellowed sheets of newspaper, another featured a sparse display of faded cornflakes boxes and tins of beans. On the left, a terrace of tiny cottages with front doors opening onto the street faced a large, grey, double-fronted house, one half of which appeared to be a post office. A humpbacked old man sat in an armchair outside the open door of what looked like a bar – a maroon-painted place with a couple of beer bottles sitting in the window and fading letters spelling out ‘Whiskey Bonder’ etched across the glass. The sleeping dog at the man’s feet raised its head as the van passed but the man remained frozen, like one of the waxworks Tim had seen in Madame Tussaud’s the one and only time he’d visited London.


If the village appeared sleepy, it woke up a little at the end of the street. Sitting on the corner was a shop that sold anything and everything, judging by the number of items in the window, hanging from its front, or displayed on the path outside. From fruit and vegetables to wheelbarrows, ice-cream to tins of paint, Kavanagh’s seemed to have it all. Tim watched as some teenagers emerged from inside. Two boys and a girl. He locked eyes with the tallest boy for the second or two it took the van to pass. His hair was a squirrelly auburn, cut short at the sides, with a spiky fringe that fell down over one eye. He nudged the chubby boy beside him, who shot a look in Tim’s direction. Tim felt uncomfortable. It seemed his arrival in Lissenmore had been noticed. He slipped down in his seat as they left the village behind.


‘You don’t exactly live in the village, then?’ Tim plucked up the courage to ask.


‘Half-mile up ahead,’ PJ answered. The road curved left, then right, then left again before it straightened out and narrowed so much Tim wondered what would happen if they met an oncoming car. All around was green – fields, hedgerows, trees – and not a house or any traces of life to be seen. Tim’s heart sank a little. Surely they’d travelled half a mile by now? He looked over at his uncle but PJ showed no sign of slowing down. Tim was used to living on a street lined with houses, a bus stop right outside and shops on the corner. A library, a swimming pool and cinema all within walking distance. He gazed out of the window at the bare landscape. This is what nowhere looks like, he thought. And I’m in the middle of it.


‘Nearly there,’ PJ piped up, as they passed a solitary house on the right – a squat, pebble-dashed cottage half hidden behind scrawny trees. With its moss-covered roof and small windows hung with grubby lace curtains, it didn’t look as though it could be habitable. Yet a washing line of flapping clothes was strung across the part-concreted yard and a hairy black and white dog tied to a gatepost went berserk when he saw the van. And belting each other with sticks at the front door was a group of small boys. One of them broke away and ran out to the road as the van passed, swinging his stick above his head and roaring something Tim couldn’t understand.


Shortly after, PJ slowed down. ‘Here we are,’ he said, swinging left through a wide gap between two fir trees.


There she was. Auntie Margaret. Waiting in the yard with a huge smile spread across her face. She held one hand on her rounded stomach and waved the other excitedly.


PJ parked the van, jumped out and slammed the door behind him. Auntie Margaret hurried over, opening Tim’s side before he got a chance to do it himself. ‘You’re here in one piece!’ she cried.


Tim climbed out, his legs wobbly after the drive. She looked younger than he’d expected. Very like Mum. Smaller, though, and a tiny bit chubby, with orange-brown freckles peppering her face and arms. Her thick, almost-black hair had been tamed into a short cut that showed off her neck, and her dark, deep-set eyes gleamed like pebbles under water. She wore a bright yellow dress with a white lacy collar and, over her shoulders, a short-sleeved navy cardigan. ‘Hello, Auntie Margaret,’ he said.


She pulled him close and hugged him tightly. ‘It’s Mags,’ she said, breathing into his hair. ‘It’s Mags. All right?’


Tim was a little embarrassed. She smelt of flour and fresh air and earth and he could feel the hardness of her stomach pressing into his own. ‘You’re a fine lad,’ she said, when she finally released him. ‘The size of you! And the Lord save us but look at those gorgeous blond curls!’ Her words quivered slightly in the back of her throat. ‘We’re so glad you’ve come to stay. Aren’t we, PJ?’


PJ was unloading the van. He lugged a bag of cement out and thumped it into a wheelbarrow. ‘What?’


Auntie Margaret – Mags – threw her eyes up and smiled at Tim again. ‘Tim,’ she said, louder this time. ‘We’re glad he’s come to stay.’


‘Oh. Aye.’ He pulled Tim’s rucksack out and tossed it over. Tim caught it and held it to his chest.


‘In a world of his own,’ Mags said quietly, circling her arm around Tim’s shoulders. ‘I suppose he had the ear bent off of you all the way from Dún Laoghaire?’ Tim looked at her, puzzled. ‘Ah don’t be minding me,’ she said. ‘I’m only pulling your leg. PJ’s never been one for the talking.’


As she guided him towards the open back door, Tim glanced around. The house was old, two storeys, with tiny windows and flaking whitewashed walls. The yard around it was bordered by scraggly hedges growing through a collapsing fence, and beyond that were open fields. A tidy pile of old furniture – a broken armchair, a chest missing its drawers, a cast-iron bed frame – lay in a corner of the yard.


Mags brought him through the door and straight into a big room that ran the full width of the house. To the left, in the far corner, was the kitchen; to the right was a living space. The windows allowed only a small amount of light to filter in and, probably to make up for that, Tim thought, the place was decked out in bright, lively colours. The uneven walls were painted cherry pink to waist height and lemon yellow above, and the floor was covered with a sea of blood-red lino, worn through in places and showing old flagstones underneath.


‘Sit yourself down there,’ Mags said, indicating a circular table covered with a patterned oilcloth. ‘I’ve the dinner made. You must be starving. I’ll show you to your room after. But … I’m sure you’ll need the bathroom first?’


Tim smiled, relieved. He hadn’t wanted to ask.


‘Upstairs,’ she said. ‘Second door on the left.’ He wrinkled his nose. He could smell food he knew he wouldn’t like.


Back downstairs, Mags set a plate in front of him, along with a glass of cold milk. He was right: thick-sliced pink bacon, mashed cabbage and boiled potatoes bursting out of their skins. Not one thing he’d enjoy. ‘There you are now,’ she said. ‘Get that into you.’ She settled herself down in a chair opposite.


‘Is there any … gravy?’ Tim asked, trying to sound cheerful. ‘Or ketchup?’ Either would do. He needed something to disguise the taste.


Mags reached over and ruffled his hair. ‘Sure why would you want to go destroying the taste of good food like that? Now eat up. And when you’ve finished that, I’ve apple tart for after.’ She watched intently as he began to saw through the meat, smiling widely whenever he looked up. There was no way out of it. As he chewed, he tried to distract himself by concentrating on the sounds that filtered through the open door: the low murrrs of distant cattle; the far-off drone of farm machinery; the delicate notes of breeze-blown birdsong. He focused on the details of his cutlery: the tarnished prongs of his fork; the blunt, serrated edge of his knife; the faceted, mother-of-pearl handles. Anything to take his mind off the food. The whole process was torture. The potatoes weren’t too bad, once he’d removed the gritty skins. And the bacon wasn’t the worst meat he’d ever eaten. But the slippery over-boiled cabbage was another matter. He picked through it, hoping Mags wouldn’t notice that he wasn’t actually eating it. He could feel his cheeks redden as she stared. He mashed a forkful of green into some potato, pushed it into his mouth and washed it down with a gulp of milk. Abruptly, Mags shoved her chair back, stood up and walked over to the kitchen. Tim felt terribly guilty. Her breathing grew heavy as she leaned into the sink. There was silence for a moment and then she spoke.


‘How was the ferry?’


Tim winced. ‘Fine, thank you.’


‘You managed it all right? You didn’t find it strange at all?’


He swallowed a piece of bacon whole. ‘Maybe. A little.’


She spun round. ‘You did? How so? In what way?’


‘I … I’m not sure.’ Tim was taken aback by the force of her questions. ‘I can’t really describe it. Maybe … maybe it’s just that I’ve never been on a ship before.’


Her eyes on him were like those of a bird. She opened her mouth and drew in a breath as if ready to speak, then closed it and walked past him, out to the yard. He stared at his dinner and wondered how long she’d be gone, if he’d have enough time to scrape it into the bin and get away with it. But then she was back, her eyes wide and glistening, her cheeks high with colour. ‘It’s all right,’ she said, taking his plate. ‘Suppose you’re more used to … what? Fish and chips? Bangers and mash? You did your best. That’s all that matters.’ She sniffed and kept her head down, as though she didn’t want Tim to see her face.


Was she crying? Was that why she’d walked out of the house?


Tim felt awful. Could she have been that offended he didn’t like the meal she’d made? He dug his nails into his palms as he spoke. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘What in God’s name have you got to be sorry for?’ Mags said, clearly trying to make her voice sound cheery.


‘I … I don’t know. The dinner … I mean …’


‘Ah, don’t be ridiculous,’ she said, smiling. ‘No need for apologising, do you hear me?’ She slid a slice of apple tart into a bowl and drizzled it with cream. ‘There you are now. You’ll enjoy that, no doubt.’


This was good. More than good. Warm and sweet and delicious. As Tim ate, he watched her wiping a cloth around the sink, over and over again. She seemed lost in her own thoughts, silent and focused, and Tim wondered if she’d forgotten he was there. Then she turned just as he swallowed his last mouthful. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘I’ll show you your room.’ She ushered him up the narrow staircase and down to the end of the landing. ‘I hope it’s all right. I got PJ to clear it out and do it up for you.’ A good-sized room, it had two windows – one that looked out the front of the house, the other that faced the back. ‘I’ll leave you to get settled, then,’ she said, half closing the door as she left.


Tim looked around. It had been a hurried job. The wallpaper bubbled badly in parts and none of the strips had been lined up properly, making the dated pattern of yellow climbing roses crazily mismatched. A carpet of orange and emerald-green splashes covered the floor, though it hadn’t been cut properly and its edges were short of the skirting. The wooden panelled ceiling had been painted lilac and the thin, unlined white curtains looked like they might once have been bed sheets. Against one wall stood a small, rather rickety mahogany wardrobe with mirrored doors and, under the front window, a white-painted chest of drawers. Tim opened his rucksack. He put his things away carefully, placing his camera in the top drawer of the chest. Then he lay down on the bed. He liked the smell of fresh paint and new carpet and felt happy that they’d gone to the trouble, even if the effect made him a little dizzy. He heard Mags coming back upstairs, tapping lightly on the door before she entered. ‘Everything all right?’


‘Fine, thank you,’ Tim answered.


‘Exhausted after coming all that way, isn’t that it?’ she said, when she saw him curled on the bed. ‘A long journey to be making all on your own.’ She hovered over him for a second, as though she was thinking about sitting down on the bed, but then she stepped away and stood looking out of the back window. Her face glowed in the last of the evening light and she smoothed a hand over the curving outline of her stomach.


Tim wondered when exactly the baby was due but he didn’t want to ask. It scared him, the idea there was another life inside her, a little being squirming about, waiting for its time to emerge. ‘You know,’ Mags said, her voice soft and whispery, ‘you can see the sea from here. If you keep walking out over the fields, you come to the cliffs at Faranboy. I came up here today and well … I got this notion I might be able to see the ferry and … I think I did. ’Twas only a speck, mind, but I’m sure I saw it. And I thought about you being on it, away out in the middle of the sea. And now you’re here, in the room, and …’ She turned around and eased herself onto the bed. ‘What was it about the journey that was strange?’


Tim shoved over to make more room. He cringed. Why did she want to know? It would sound ridiculous if he tried to put it into words. ‘It … it was nothing. It—’
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