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Praise for SaltWater





‘I really loved “Dancing on Canvey”. A gem of a tale.’


– Bernard Cornwell, novelist


 


‘The sea shimmers through SaltWater, as threatening and beautiful as many of the characters who walk the pages. A gorgeous collection by a bright talent.’


– Nuala Ní Chonchúir, author of Mother America


 


‘Lane Ashfeldt is an author of remarkable power.’


– Sunday Tribune


 


‘Ashfeldt’s stories are love stories to disparate coastal landscapes; the language she uses to describe them is the language of love, the grá she has for the sea. However, she also has an intrinsic feeling for the rhythm and tension and pacing that makes a good story. It is the steady shiver of dread which permeates SaltWater, ensuring that we can never be quite at ease, can never sit back and enjoy the scenery, which gives the collection its edge.’


– Necessary Fiction


 


‘At the heart of a good collection is damn fine storytelling, something Lane Ashfeldt excels at.’


– Writing.ie


 


‘SaltWater serves notice of a fresh and original talent. One that we will surely be seeing more of in the years to come.’


– Wales Arts Review
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The Boat Trip





‘So, have you made your mind up yet?’


‘About what?’


‘About the boat trip on Sunday, what else?’


Elizabeth sets her embroidery hoop on the window ledge and winces at the dark thumbprint on the white flowers. ‘I didn’t even ask my mam. Did you?’


‘I did.’


‘And will she let you go?’


‘She will of course. Sure John Daly’s the best skipper on Cléire.’ Róisín laughs. ‘I know he’s my uncle but it’s the honest-to-god truth.’


Out over Roaring Water Bay, wind-stretched clouds sail high above Sherkin and Cape Clear Island. At this hour the water in the bay is not roaring at all, but is calm as glass, and fishing skiffs dart across it to set their nets. Elizabeth becomes aware of Róisín standing next to her.


‘Isn’t it gorgeous?’


‘It is. But not so lovely I’d marry a fisherman to keep sight of it. I’d rather a view of the shops in Cork city.’


Elizabeth has her sights set on marrying well and living in a townhouse so grand it takes a dozen maids to clean it. Róisín swore once to do the same; the two of them would be neighbours and would take high tea together while their husbands were out. But since one of the Cotters started courting Róisín, she’s changed her tune.


‘No one said a word about marrying a fisherman, Elizabeth,’ Róisín is saying now. ‘It’s just a day out, that’s all. A bit of fun. You must be mad if you won’t come.’


The bedroom door bursts open and Nola hurtles in. ‘Won’t come where?’


The older girls exchange glances.


‘Nola! What did I tell yourself and Maura?’


‘To knock and wait. But I’ve no time, Mam sent me on an errand to say your friend should be getting home.’


‘You cheeky little—’


‘She’s right,’ Róisín says. ‘Ma’ll be praying for me if I’m not back. Best not risk her wrath, not till after Sunday.’


 


It is Thursday before Elizabeth mentions the boat trip. She is off to the shop to get a few messages, and Mam has come with her to settle the account. As they pass Salters, a low whistle comes from the Fisheries School, the tall stone house by the harbour where children learn how to fish and mend nets. Elizabeth’s trips to the shop often arouse the interest of the boys from the school, and she’s in the habit of walking by without so much as turning her head. Mam, however, is incensed.


‘Ill-bred rapscallions! Treating you like a common hussy. I’ve a good mind to give out to their teachers.’


Elizabeth’s cheeks go pink. The young men busy themselves with their painting, but Mam is not done.


‘Blessed school! It’s a mystery to me why they keep sending droves of ragamuffins from all over Munster to fish the Baltimore seas dry.’


‘It isn’t the lads’ fault. They only come because they’re sent to learn a trade.’


Mam pauses with one hand on the shop door. It’s an equal mystery to her why one of her daughters is thought prettier than the rest. But this one was always a careful dresser. As a child she’d beg for a lace collar or a ribbon. Now she’s sixteen and ripe for marrying, Elizabeth’s talk is not of ribbons but of moving to the city, and Mam is less keen on giving in to her whims.


‘You’re awfully well informed about the Fisheries School, of a sudden.’


‘Róisín tells me about it. Her uncle is a skipper from Cape Clear, and he teaches the boys.’


‘Mark my words, girl, it’s one thing to know a skipper. Quite another to be associated with a common seaman.’


‘I’ve no interest in any sailor, Mam. Why, Róisín asked me out on a fishing boat with her uncle and his pals next Sunday — did I even ask if I might go? I did not. I knew you’d get hold of the wrong end of the stick.’


Mam says nothing. She is picturing the delighted face on Róisín’s mother the other day when she let it out that her daughter is being courted by a fellow in the fishing industry. ‘A local man, thanks be to God.’ If only Elizabeth too would land herself a Baltimore man with a good living, perhaps she’d forget this codology she’s got into her head about leaving for Cork city.


Later, Mam asks who is to skipper this boat, and who else is going? Finally, once she’s sure there’s no harm in it, she says, ‘Why did you not come to me sooner?’


By suppertime it is all settled. Elizabeth is surprised by Mam’s approval of the boat trip. Confused, even. Has someone told her one of the men is a catch, is that it? But if that were it she would say. Besides, if Róisín is right the only eligible young man aboard will be her Mr Cotter.


Elizabeth draws the curtains. She pauses a second and notes how swiftly the October night has closed in. Just a hint of sunset left, a swirl of navy and tangerine sky.


 


After hearing so much about him, Elizabeth finally meets Dónal Cotter for the first time as they go aboard the fishing boat. The fellow is so huge, he eclipses the tiny Róisín. After a few minutes of awkward three-way chit-chat as the boat pulls out of the harbour, the couple excuse themselves and stand near the bow, eyes shielded against the brightness, while he points out to her the island where his parents live.


Elizabeth keeps an eye on them from where she’s sitting, but catches only a little of what they’re saying. She notes how happy Róisín looks. She is beautiful. And for the first time she entertains the possibility that perhaps Róisín may not be moving to Cork city with her, after all.


The wind carries back a hint of familiar perfume. Nola, sitting nearby, also picks up on the lavender scent.


‘I’d say Róisín has borrowed your perfume,’ she says.


‘She has not.’


‘How can you be so sure?’


‘I just am.’


The two friends each bought a bottle of the same scent the day they were at the church bazaar together, but the older girl is in no mood to explain. Her sister’s presence enrages Elizabeth. It was Mam who let Nola come on the boat trip, as a birthday treat. Elizabeth feels spied upon with Nola tagging along.


‘She might have borrowed it without asking,’ Nola insists.


‘Róisín is my best friend. She wouldn’t borrow one iota from me without asking. In fact, the one person I know who might do that is: well, guess who?’


‘Who?’


‘Why, you, of course.’


‘A nice thing to say. On my birthday, too.’


Nola turns her face to the islands like Róisín and her young man, so her sister will not see the fat tears in her eyes. She forces herself to think of something else: to just watch the islands swim by. Some are so small they are just rounded humps of rock with green seaweedy backs, looking for all the world like undersea creatures that have popped up to the surface to catch a breath of air, and will soon be swimming beneath the waves once more.


 


When they reach Schull, Elizabeth holds back from entering the public bar with the rest. Telling Róisín and Nola that she’ll be along shortly, she goes to the powder room, checks her hair, then scours the hotel foyer and tea room for a sign of a bachelor in a well-cut suit. But the only people under the age of sixty are a man and wife. Although not touching, their two bodies seem connected. Something about them reminds her of the way Dónal Cotter’s bulky frame sheltered Róisín earlier.


Elizabeth takes a seat across from the couple, half wishing she’d never come on this trip. She closes her eyes and for a moment it’s quiet. Then a voice asks,


‘Elizabeth? Elizabeth are you all right?’


‘Don’t fuss, Nola.’


‘I’m only doing as Mam said. You’re minding me, remember? I’m to stay with you and do as you say.’


‘You’re thirteen years old now, Nola. Old enough to mind yourself. Would you ever go on back to the others and leave me be? I’ve a fierce headache.’


Blinking hard, Nola stumbles back to the bar where the men from the boat are smoking and drinking porter. This is the worst birthday ever: not even a cake.


When Elizabeth opens her eyes again the woman across from her is gone, but the man is still there. He is about the age of Róisín’s youngest uncle, in his twenties or thirties, but a city man — you can tell from his suit and his wire-framed reading glasses. He gives a friendly smile.


‘You must be a local?’


‘Just visiting.’ Elizabeth doesn’t like to be thought of as a small-town girl. ‘I’m moving to Cork city soon.’


‘A grand city. You’ll love it there.’


‘Is that where you’re from yourself?’


‘It is.’ He smiles. ‘And what will you do in Cork city?’


She hasn’t a clue yet. But it doesn’t matter as long as she makes her escape from Baltimore. Baltimore, where everyone in town knows all about you before you even know it yourself.


‘I’m not sure. Work in a library, perhaps.’


‘As it happens we’re looking for presentable young ladies as secretaries at the bank I manage.’ He hands her a card. ‘Why don’t you drop me a line?’


‘Thank you, I will.’


Suddenly Elizabeth’s world is a brighter place. This last year or so watching girls her own age get engaged, she has seen that she has only one chance at life. If she wants something she must go out there and take it.


The man seems to be waiting for her to leave, so she stands and tucks his card in her purse.


 


After supper Mam goes up to Elizabeth’s room to watch the boat come in. It’s a small room but it has a fine view, although it’s one she rarely sees, for her eldest daughter finds excuses to keep her out. She fights off the urge to examine Elizabeth’s things. Instead she gazes at the rugged coastline, then lies on the bed and closes her eyes. When she wakes the twilight is long gone and her daughter is moving softly about the room.


‘There you are. Did you enjoy the boat trip?’


‘Mam, it’s me, Maura. I came to watch with you, but you were sleeping. There’s been no sign of them yet.’


Mam presses her face to the window, dizzy from getting up too fast. Not a star in the sky.


‘They swore blind they’d be home before dark.’


‘Time must have got away with them,’ Maura says calmly. ‘I’m sure they’ll be back any minute.’


 


Carbery’s Isles are a danger to those who don’t know them, but though he is not yet thirty John Daly has trawled these seas half his life and is unafraid, even on a night as dark as this. Last year when a warship blew onto the rocks off Cape Clear, he and two men went out in the storm and pulled forty-five men off that boat alive. The night the Nestorian was wrecked, the weather was magnitudes worse than this: all they’re up against tonight is no moon and an ebbing tide. John Daly shakes his head, tries again to find his stars. He doesn’t know he is sailing into a mist, a mist so thick the Baltimore fishermen have not gone out.


A few feet away in a world of their own, Róisín and her young man are enjoying the novelty of each other’s company. He drapes his jacket around her shoulders; the summer dress picked for this morning’s fine weather is little use against the chill evening air. Róisín’s eyes glitter and her laughter rings out across the water at some joke only the two of them can share.


Elizabeth, also in a light dress, is feeling the absence of either a waterproof jacket or a broad-shouldered man next to her to ward off the wind. Nola takes a seat beside her. ‘I’m freezing,’ she says. This time her big sister makes no move to chase her away.


‘Please God we’re nearly there. I’d say that’s Sherkin.’


The shape ahead of them is unclear. A patch of fog blurs things and the dampness of it makes Nola shiver.


‘We’ll be in fierce trouble over being so late.’


‘Don’t you worry Nola, I’ll handle Mam.’


 


Maura shakes her mother. ‘Mam, come here. I can hear them!’ The older woman stumbles to the window, and together they watch for the lights of a boat coming towards harbour.


‘Are you sure?’


‘I’d swear it’s them.’


A smile, ‘Ah yes, that’s them all right.’


‘I wonder what happened the boat’s lights?’


‘And tell me in God’s name why are they shouting and roaring like that? The young hussies, after they promised to behave like ladies. They’ll feel the back of my hand when they get home.’


 


One minute Nola and Elizabeth are thinking of the nice warm beds waiting for them, and the next — crack — everyone on the boat is shouting in a panic. John Daly is trying to steer for the nearest land. Everything goes dark when the engines fail. Nola hears screams and the splash of someone jumping overboard.


She makes a dash for the railing.


‘Elizabeth, I’m going to jump.’


Her sister’s voice in the darkness,


‘Don’t you dream of it, girl.’


As Nola climbs the rail the deck tilts like a swinging-boat at the funfair and she can hear things breaking, people falling and shouting. There’s no time. She has to do this. Now. She leans out as far as she can, takes a deep breath and lets go.


A splash, a shock of cold, a numbing blackness. And the quietness of it, like she’ll never hear anything again. Then the thumpety-thump of the blood in her veins. Nola’s chest tightens. Her mouth opens and air bubbles gallop past her ears and break on the surface. Her face follows and water hisses out of her ears. From above, a barrage of men’s shouts cancel each other out.


In the muddle, her sister’s voice is sharp and clear:


‘Nola! Get back on board this instant, you hear me?’


How? She can’t even see the boat. Nola tries to cry for help but only coughs salty water. Elizabeth was right: she should have done as she was told. Someone grabs her roughly and pulls her away. A rock looms from the depths like a totem, and the hand on her shoulder pushes her towards it.


‘Elizabeth,’ she yells as she grabs the rock, ‘I’m safe.’


No answer.


‘Elizabeth! Jump in.’


But Nola gets no reply.


They are still clinging to the rocks when an awful silence tells them the boat has gone down. A swell washes over the rock, and it tugs as if to pull her into the deep. Nola holds tight. When the water loosens its grip, she climbs higher. Someone starts the rosary and the rest of them join in. Nola feels colder than she’s felt in her life, and tired enough to let go. She tries not to think, to just say the responses in a rhythm with the rest.


 


Some days later when Nola has left the house just the once to attend the Mass for her sister and those who did not make it home, a man from the local paper knocks on the door. Her mother fetches her from her bedroom. Nola is not keen but Mam insists: ‘It will do you good.’ She brings a pot of tea into the front room and says, ‘I’ll leave you to it, so.’ Her face attempts a smile but the eyes do not match. They look distant, as if she cannot quite focus on Nola. The door closes behind her and Nola hears her go upstairs again, back to Elizabeth’s room.


Nola answers the questions as well as she can. By the time she has told the newspaper man about the islander who woke up thinking he was hearing angels, and who rowed out and fetched them in from the rock, it seems to her as if her birthday was years ago, not days. And she is gripped by a fierce cold, just like when she was clinging to that rock.


‘I’m a facts man. No good with superstitions or what ifs.’ The newspaper man closes his notebook. ‘No one from the engine room of the Thomas Joseph can speak to us now, so we’ll never know for sure what happened. But the fact is, Nola, you’re here. And you’re alive.’


She shivers.


He says softly, ‘Make the most of it now, won’t you?’



















SaltWater





Tobacco


The taste of tobacco filled his mouth and made it water. Jim spat, and he felt ready for the sea again. You had to be ready for the sea because, if not, then the sea would be ready for you.


He tucked the tin of tobacco away in his pocket next to a smaller one: snuff. A habit learned long ago. On his first voyage they crossed the Mediterranean, a sea warmer and calmer than any he’d known, then stopped in Istanbul to deliver one cargo and load the next before sailing across the Black Sea to the Sea of Azov. Jim was sixty now and had forgotten who it was had passed him some snuff and shown him how to use it, he just knew that by the time he came home he had his own tin.


Jim’s wife, Nola, didn’t mind him smoking a pipe, but she disapproved of snuff so he never touched it at home. At sea he took a pinch now and again. One peck and his eyelids would be taped open for hours.


Brown cake


Friday dawned bright and clear. A perfect day for the Silver Strand. And yet when her daughters begged to take the ferry to Sherkin Island, Nola refused. She turned off the wireless and banged about in the back kitchen washing clothes, while her two youngest splashed each other in the curtains of water that fell from the mangle.


Next, Nola chased the younger ones outside to play and got out her baking bowl.


‘Can’t I stay, Mam, please?’ Rosannah asked.


‘I’m busy now, child.’


‘But I want to learn how to bake a brown cake.’


‘Copy me, so, if you want to learn.’


Nola pulled on her apron. She flung ingredients into her bowl: two cups of brown flour, one of white; knob of butter, spoon of soda, pinch of salt. She made a well in the middle and filled it with buttermilk. A quick stir and the dough was soft and springy as it should be.


But when her daughter tried, flour smoked out of her bowl and frosted the table. Nola took over briefly: a drop more buttermilk, a lick of the wooden spoon, and Rosannah’s dough came together. She watched while her daughter kneaded it and set it on the baking tray.


‘Don’t forget to make a cross.’


‘Why do you make a cross on brown cake?’


‘You just do.’


‘But why?’


‘To keep you safe.’


‘How can a cross on a loaf of bread keep you safe?’


No answer. Rosannah scored the lines on it all the same, and the two rounds of dough sat side by side on the tray: one smooth, the other lumpy and fragmented. Soon the tray disappeared into the range and the scent of baking bread filled the house. 


Four mile offshore


It was hard on Nola him being away so much, and these last years Jim had travelled no further than Wales if he could avoid it, to spare his wife the worry. Even going that far was not without its risks now, thanks to the war.


‘You’re never sailing for England?’ Nola said.


‘Only as far as Cornwall to pick up a load of china clay for the Arklow Pottery.’


‘Did you not hear they’d bombs right along the south coast of England? I saw it on the Pathé News at the cinema.’


He’d heard alright. Still, you had to put bread on the table somehow. ‘Don’t worry yourself, girl. Those planes haven’t the range to fly out west.’ Nola said nothing in reply but made a clatter as she went about cleaning the house. Jim hoped now it was true what he’d told her.


Loading at Par was not too bad once their turn came. They opened the hold, hooked a chute on the derrick, and shovelled the clay into it, the weight of it making the boat settle in the water. Jim left Hegarty and Jerome at work and hurried to the post office. Once he sent his telegram to Nola they could be on their way. He passed up the chance of a berth for the night in the hope they’d get home sooner by making a night crossing.


The land hereabouts had a lovely softness to it in the evening light. It would almost pass for West Cork, but he would be glad now to see the back of Cornwall, all the same. He took care to keep four mile offshore, in international waters, because of the emergency rules.


Towards dawn when the Longships Lighthouse was behind them, he set an easterly course and passed the wheel to Hegarty. 


Swans and trains


Rosannah tucked a few stale crusts in her pocket and went out back. At the end of the garden she leaned out over the gate and hurled the crusts in the river for the swans. Back indoors, her big sister Mara scolded her: ‘There you are. Get a move on, will ye, or we’ll miss the train to Baltimore.’


‘But Mam said—’


‘She’d a telegram from Daddy, and she changed her mind.’


As she fetched her swimsuit Rosannah wondered, what present would Daddy bring? Last time it was pink sticks of rock, the letters ‘A PRESENT FROM SWANSEA’ running through the minty stick. They hurried up North Street, turned right at the square. At Bridge Street, Nola glanced behind her to check all her children were there. She’d lost Billy. She spotted him in the square by the Maid of Erin statue, chatting to some pals. ‘Mara, will you ever run back there and tell Billy from me if he misses that train he’ll be locked out for the day. That’ll shift him.’


Mara and the girls took seats together and Nola took a single nearby. Billy went into the next carriage, perhaps to smoke an illicit cigarette. Nola had forgotten her knitting, so she contented herself with gazing out at the Ilen, the same lazy trickle of a river that ran behind their house in North Street.


‘Mammy, are we nearly there?’ Rosannah asked.


‘Not long now.’


‘We will go swimming, you and me, won’t we?’


‘Yes darling,’ Nola said, distracted.


Skiffs and planes


On Hegarty’s watch a light swell held them back. Jim swore softly as he took the wheel. If they’d made better speed they’d be closer to Wexford than Wales by now. When they hit a light easterly he gave the order to hoist sail. It would help make up for lost time.


The seas were awful quiet these days. It was the small boats Jim missed, the one or two man fishing skiffs going about their business at dawn and dusk, and the sailboats darting out to the nearest rock and back for regattas. But bigger ships, too, were down in numbers.


When Jim first heard the planes he wasn’t worried. Yes, there was a war on, but it wasn’t their war. You’d only to see the Irish flag on the mast and you knew that. Still, the noise grew louder.


Jerome ran into the wheelhouse. ‘Three German fighters.’ His voice wobbled. ‘Coming right at us. Christ, what’ll we do?’


As captain, Jim was meant to have all the answers. He had none. The pilots had to leave them out of this — they just had to. The planes came in low over the Loch Ryan, looking so graceful it was hard to imagine they might be dangerous.


Jim sent up a silent plea-bargain to the pilot. He was near enough to see the flag. No question. The question was, what was he going to do about it?


Hardboiled eggs in silver paper, with sand


The ‘Dún an Óir’ only carried two dozen passengers and by the time they reached the pier it was full. But the skipper, Mikey Taidghín Ó Drisceoil, found a way to squeeze Nola and her family aboard. It was only a short stretch over to Sherkin, after all. And an easy stretch, too. Due south. Going west was where it got tricky; out towards Schull where the sea was peppered with dozens of small islands and rocks that you’d to keep in mind at high tide when they lurked beneath the surface.


On the middle stretch a younger man took the wheel and the skipper went around collecting fares. Nola held out the fare like she always did, and like always Mikey Taidghín said, ‘You’re all right, Nola. Enjoy yourselves now, and next time don’t stay away so long.’ This gave her a warm feeling: somehow, against the odds, he still held her to be ‘a local’. If the day ever came when he let her pay the full fare, she’d know then that she really had stayed away too long.


The boat slowed as they approached the harbour, and bumped gently against the pier wall. Passengers clambered up stone steps softened and rounded by year after year of waves. The children ran on ahead of her, up past the abbey and over the hump of the island. Nola was last to reach Trabawn. She sat down heavily and asked Mara to keep an eye on the little ones while she got her breath back.


Rosannah stamped her foot when her swimsuit was on. ‘But you said you’d come in for a swim, Mam, you said.’


‘I said no such thing. Now you run along and be a good girl for Mara.’


Mara took her little sister by the hand and they set off for the shore. Their voices drifted back.


‘Don’t be silly. You know Mammy doesn’t swim.’


‘Why not?’


‘When she was a girl not everyone learnt to swim.’


‘Why?’


‘Because.’ Mara said the word firmly, borrowing some of her mother’s finality.


Their voices faded and their swimsuited bodies shrank to small blobs against the glare of the water. Nola laid the beach towels over the refreshments bag for lack of shade; it was a scorcher of a day. The towels mounded over the bag made a tempting pillow. No need to worry about crushing sandwiches, for she’d brought none. If the children were hungry after their swim they’d have a hardboiled egg each. Soon Nola was curled up, half asleep. In the distance the children argued over who had the ball and whose turn it was for the float, and over other issues that to them were the most pressing in the world.


China clay


The planes swooped in so low that they almost tipped the mast. Jim tried to alter course but with a heavy load of china clay in the hold, the schooner handled slow and clumsy. Easy prey. He kept his hand on the wheel until the sound of it came.


Ack-ack-ack! Ack-ack-ack!


All three of them ducked. The wheelhouse window shattered and a hail of glass fell over them. Jim tasted bile in his throat. Meanwhile the boat gently, pointlessly, swung around.


To the men cowering on the wheelhouse floor it seemed an age until they’d a chance to take cover. While the planes were turning to make ready for a fresh attack, the three men made a dash for it and scuttled below deck. Jim was last man in. Ears ringing, he slid down the handrails, his feet touching nothing until they slammed into the boards.


‘At least now we’ve an iron deck and two inches of planking between us and them guns,’ he said.


‘What do we do now?’ Jerome asked.


‘Sit tight,’ Hegarty said.


Famous last words. Because that’s when the bomb blew off the hatches.


It wasn’t the first bomb the planes had let fly, but the others had only boomed in the water. This one broke through the deck to land in the hold. The bulkhead rattled, and a fearsome thunder shook the whole craft. Wisps of smoke curled around them.


‘Mother of Christ,’ Jerome said. ‘What’ll we do if she breaks up on us?’


Jim bit his lip. A man who had been at sea as long as Hegarty or himself knew better then to say such things aloud. All he said was, ‘She’s stout built, lad, she’ll not break up easy.’ But inside he was thinking: this could be the finish of us.


Salt


The children’s calls and whoops echoed over the sleeping Nola. She too had once played on this strand as a child. Those long summer days, the smallest thing was enough to colour each moment: who caught the most shrimps, who stood in a cow-pat, who built the biggest sandcastle, who drank the last drop of water — the constant three-legged race of being part of a large family.


Sand worked its way under her nails, sun licked a red patch on her neck, but Nola felt none of it, for in her dream she was once more in Baltimore. Baltimore on a bright autumn day wearing its gladrags, a day that fooled everyone into thinking it was still summer. 1918, the week of her birthday, the day of the boat trip. She’d fought hard for a place on that boat and only thanks to her birthday had she won. All that pleading, and the trip to Schull was over in hours — ending with the ugly crack of hull on rock as the boat hit the Catalogues.


Nola’s face twisted in sleep. Darkness, the splash of someone jumping overboard. Her call, I’m going to jump! And her sister, Don’t you dream of it. The tilt of the deck, a deep breath, a jump into the dark. Salt in her throat. A hand on her shoulder, a rock underfoot. Listening, but no Elizabeth. Just that awful silence, and the waves.


Nola woke with ‘blessed art thou’ on her tongue, a tightness to her face from dried tears or sunburn. The accident still upset her, to this day. She glanced around. It was a while since she’d seen the children. She walked towards the waves, squinting to make out their figures against the brightness of the water.


Splinters


Perhaps the pilots thought the smouldering boat was done for, or perhaps they were low on petrol; in any case the planes left. As the engines faded Jim could hear the timbers groaning.


Hegarty took a look outside, gave a low whistle.


‘The state of her.’


Plumes of smoke wafted from the hold.


Jerome was on his feet as soon as Jim gave the nod. He rushed up the ladder and ran aft.


Jim felt short of breath as he surveyed the damage for himself. His gaze darted over a deck littered with splinters: chipped masts, torn sails, a wheelhouse and galley all bent out of shape. Holes like a pox on every inch of timber.


Jerome returned slow and grey-faced. ‘The lifeboat,’ he said. ‘It’s shot to ribbons.’


Waves


In the shallows, Nola’s two eldest were teaching her youngest to swim. Yvonne was playing beachball with a group of friends and Lilly was with her, thank God. So that was Rosannah waving her shrimp net from the far side of the strand. Nola waved as she had to the others, but still the child agitated her net. Why did she keep on waving like that, what was wrong with the child?


She turned, looked back once more, and understood. Rosannah was on a sandbank, and the tide was coming in behind her. She was scared she wouldn’t be able to swim back to shore. Nola’s pace quickened as she walked towards her daughter. The sea was loud with the incoming tide as she did the very thing she’d feared since her thirteenth birthday. She entered the water.


Sweet dust


Jim felt in his pocket for the smaller tin, tipped a line on his thumb and sniffed it back. If ever there was a time to be alert it was now. He took a deep breath and spoke slowly and calmly so as not to panic the boy.


‘If she does break up, lad, we’ll grab some timber and build ourselves a raft.’


They joined Hegarty in checking on the hold. Jim looked in wonder at where the clay had lain scattered in lumpy mounds. Now a white dust as fine as sieved flour was settled on every surface. Hegarty was whited over from head to foot. He threw some dust at them, a manic grin on his face.


‘Isn’t china clay gorgeous? Don’t you just love the stuff?’


‘What?’


‘You all right there, Hegarty?’


A handful of white dust landed on Jerome’s chest. He made a dash below, and next thing the two of them were snow-fighting in the hold. When the boy was as white as Hegarty, the two of them fell down laughing.
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