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  PROLOGUE




  What were they saying? She smoothed the hair from over her ear, pushing it quickly back into the plait round her head, as though a few strands of grey could muffle the sounds

  coming through the door and leaned into the wood panels, holding her breath so that she could hear more clearly. The upper third of the door was inlaid with six panes of frosted glass, but,

  slightly crouched, she didn’t reach that high, so they wouldn’t even see a shadow, would have no idea she was there. They were whispering. Two voices. She even knew whose voices they

  were, the lassie from up the stairs and her latest man. Sadie? Aye, Sadie. Sadie Duffy. His name didn’t matter.




  Alice had watched them from behind her curtains in the last few weeks. It did no harm to keep tabs on what was going on in the streets of Inchcraig, and she had more reason to be alert to every

  sound, every movement, during these endless days. She had noted the excitement on the lassie’s face, the expectation on his, and vaguely registered that at least this one was out of uniform,

  wondering just as vaguely how long it would be before Sadie was arm in arm with a new man, both with the same expressions. That was the problem with the lassie, so her mother said. Sadie liked the

  excitement of those first few weeks, the thrill of the chase, but once that was over she lost interest. To add to ‘the problem’, she had grown accustomed to the thrill of being chased

  by a great many servicemen from all over the place. It had become a way of life for Sadie during the war years, though Sadie wasn’t alone in that. But now that the war had drawn to a close,

  the lassie would find it hard to become accustomed to peacetime morality; everyone knew her reputation would be hard to live down. Maybe, she thought with a smile, Sadie knew this herself but

  couldn’t care less. ‘If she wants a man tae marry her,’ the local women muttered, though it was by no means certain that Sadie did, ‘she’ll find people have long

  memories hereaboots,’ quickly followed by, ‘an’ if she knows whit’s good for her, she’ll keep her mitts aff ma laddie!’




  ‘Ah’ll have her for life,’ Marie Duffy had sighed. ‘She’ll die an auld maid.’ Then, realising what she had said, she quickly added, ‘No’ that

  there’ anythin’ wrang wi’ that, like, if it’s whit ye want.’ With no reply forthcoming she had panicked. ‘Ah mean, no’ everybody’s suited tae married

  life, are they?’ and she had laughed a little too shrilly, eyes darting about in embarrassment. ‘Ah sometimes think if Ah had my life tae live ower again Ah might no’ bother, Ah

  sometimes think Ah would’ve been a helluva lot better aff in fact.’ Another troubled cackle.




  She pressed her ear closer to the door. That was the trouble with whispers, they made you listen even if you had no real interest; the very fact of the implied secrecy made you feel there was

  something there you had to hear, or else why whisper at all?




  The war had finished months ago, and the daily anxiety of families for the safety of their menfolk had given way to excitement and celebrations at first. Then another anxiety had taken over as

  they waited for husbands, sons and brothers to be demobbed. What would they be like? Would they have changed? As though a gap of six years would leave anyone unchanged, never mind six years of

  fighting and killing and waiting to be killed. ‘I’ll be home any day now,’ Matt had written, but ‘any day’ wore on into weeks and the weeks dragged into months and

  then a year that appeared to stretch in time with your nerves, she often mused. In the aftermath of Germany’s surrender everyone wanted their men home on the next boat or plane, and it seemed

  like she had already waited longer than the war itself for the heavy tramp of his boots on the stairs, jumping out of her chair by the range, out of her bed in the middle of the night even, and

  rushing to the door at every sound. Just like now, it was never him. From the moment he went away it had been like going back in time, the feeling was the same. The way waiting took up your entire

  life, made you live each moment preoccupied with what might or might not be happening in some foreign land. Your heart tightening in your chest every time you saw the telegram boy in the street,

  and the dizzy relief when he passed by your door, quickly followed by guilt, because he had brought some family the news you didn’t want to hear. Not again. Her hands almost went to cover her

  ears, a familiar gesture laden with meaning if you knew Alice McInally, or who she had been. Once. She checked herself and placed them softly either side of her head as she leaned against the door

  again.




  She had known it wasn’t Matt coming home. She’d only jumped out of her seat because she was snatching at any chance, no matter how unlikely, quite prepared to go along with fooling

  herself. It was courting talk, she had recognised that from those first fumbling noises that had caught her attention before the whispering began. Sadie, for all her wayward morals, respected the

  decorum of not doing her courting outside her own house on the top flat of the tenement, where her mother could open her door and see what was going on, so she conducted her amorous adventures on

  the landing below, even though her mother knew perfectly well what was going on down there.




  ‘Stop it!’ Sadie was saying, not altogether convincingly. ‘She’ll hear ye!’




  ‘Who will?’ he whispered back, playing for time, his hands continuing with what they were up to.




  ‘Auld Nally!’ the girl hissed. ‘Ye don’t want tae upset her or he’ll see tae ye!’




  From behind the door she sighed and drew back, all interest lost, and, even if she found it again, she knew she had missed nothing, the same scene would be re-enacted shortly between Sadie and

  some other man on the make, uniformed or in mufti. They all knew about Sadie, and not just the women, she was pretty sure of that – pretty sure, too, that Sadie knew it. She was the talk of

  the local as well as the international male fraternity. She was ‘a sure thing’, a bit of fun that you would never have to marry, because Sadie wasn’t interested in marriage, just

  in having her bit of fun, and that was so unnatural that you wouldn’t marry her anyway, even if she wanted you to. Especially if she wanted you to. There was one law for men and another for

  lassies, and lassies like Sadie Duffy broke the women’s law. To the men of the area she was a whore, easy, a tramp, though Alice wondered what it said about them that they went with her so

  enthusiastically. ‘A right cow’, that was another of their insults – one that stuck in Alice’s mind because she had once been a country girl, during the summer at least, and

  she liked cows, could see nothing about them that anyone could use as an insult.




  Sadie Duffys had been around as long as creation. There was nothing especially good or bad about the lassie herself, she was just a product of her time. She was the kind of female mothers had

  disapproved of through every century, and men welcomed, temporarily, at least. But then Sadie had only herself to consider – apart from her despairing mother. Sadie wasn’t deceiving a

  husband and had no children who might suffer as a result of her lifestyle. The Sadie Duffys of the world might have been created with wartime in mind – any wartime. And ‘he’ll see

  tae ye’, that was what the lassie had said. Well, ‘he’ would, that was true, if she asked him, which she wouldn’t, but no one knew that. And it was all to the good that they

  didn’t, it kept them on their toes, made them watch their step, and if you lived in Inchcraig that was no bad thing. Everyone in Glasgow knew what Inchcraig was like, or thought they did: a

  tough place, a rough place, full of people who were the same. But still, Sadie’s remark made her feel slightly uncomfortable. Standing in the hallway, staring down at the patterns on the

  lino, left arm across her ample chest, the right bent upwards so that her hand held her throat, she pursed her lips as something between a shrug and a shiver ran through her body. Behind her she

  heard Beth’s footsteps and turned to see her sign with her hands ‘Not Matt?’ Alice signed back to her, mouthing as she did so, ‘No. Just Sadie and her latest.’ Beth

  nodded silently and smiled knowingly, then signed back, ‘Cup of tea?’ Auld Nally nodded and her niece moved towards the kitchen, leaving her alone again to pick out shapes on the

  lino.




  In the small kitchen Beth filled the kettle from the tap, feeling the surge of water rippling up her arm as it filled. Then she placed it on the range and waited, watching her aunt from the

  corner of her eye, because she knew Alice didn’t like people observing her, strange in someone who watched other people. It wasn’t out of nosiness, Beth thought, rather it was the sign

  of a life lived for others.




  Alice would take up her normal position whenever there was a knock at the door. First she would look through the keyhole to see who it was, then she would think for a moment before getting Beth

  to answer it as she scurried back to the sitting room. If the visitor was welcome that was – if not, the door wouldn’t be answered; and everyone in Inchcraig knew what that meant. By

  the time Beth had conveyed them into her aunt’s presence, Alice would be sitting in her chair by the range in the sitting room, facing the door but not looking up, her hands folded calmly in

  her lap, waiting.




  Beth laughed quietly: none of the visitors who went through the performance knew it was one, except her, of course, and perhaps Aunt Alice, though she wasn’t sure about that. Usually the

  visitors were looking for money, or paying a little back, but throughout the transaction Aunt Alice would be almost silent, for she rarely uttered a word, far less cracked a smile. If a loan was

  being requested, Alice would listen intently, gazing into the fire, her hands never leaving her lap, and then she would nod to Beth and hand her the key she kept in a dark recess somewhere about

  her waist. Beth would unlock the press, the cupboard across the corner of the room, and withdraw a locked box that was carried to the kitchen. When she came back to the sitting room Aunt Alice

  would nod again to Beth, a sign that she should remain with the visitor while the box was opened in privacy, an entry made in a book and replaced inside. The requested sum of money would then be

  counted out and placed on top of the coal bunker, to the left and just inside the kitchen door. Returning to the sitting room, Alice would hand the box to her niece to be replaced in the press,

  then take possession of the press key once more. Another nod and Alice would sit down again, giving a curt, almost shy glance of dismissal to the visitor. On the way out, Beth would lift the

  counted notes from the top of the coal bunker and hand them to the visitor before opening the door and seeing them off with a wordless smile, just restraining herself from bowing.




  The whole thing was like a stately dance, every movement worked out in advance, the dancers performing the steps precisely as laid out and progressing to the bow at the end, the one that Beth

  managed not to give. She looked up, saw the steam from the kettle and made the tea, then carried the tray past her aunt, still standing by the door in the hallway, and into the sitting room. Alice

  was thinking about Matt, she knew, for her aunt always thought of Matt, he was her favourite. Nothing wrong with that, Beth told herself, trying to convince herself that she didn’t feel

  second best to her younger brother. Aunt Alice had done well by both of them, cared for them when there was no one else prepared to do it, sacrificing her life and marriage, too, probably, because

  what man would take on a woman plus her orphaned niece and nephew, especially when one was a deaf mute? No, she was grateful for what she had, and why wouldn’t Matt be the favourite, when he

  could hear and talk and laugh, and take part in everything? Besides, he was a charming companion, her brother, and good-looking too, blue-eyed and fair-haired as she was herself, but differently

  laid out in some indefinable way, and when he smiled he made you laugh, cheered you up. When you looked at pictures of Granny McInally, the grandmother Beth didn’t remember, Matt’s

  resemblance to her and to Harry, Beth and Matt’s father, was striking in a way that Beth’s wasn’t.




  So Matt probably reminded Aunt Alice of her family, and he made her laugh, too, and if anyone deserved to laugh it was Aunt Alice, after all she’d done for them both, was still doing. Beth

  had understood it less when she was a child, of course, and had sometimes felt left out, but life had contributed to that, she could see it clearer now that she was older. It was no one’s

  fault that she had been born deaf, and the deaf always felt isolated just by being deaf. At least she had a roof over her head, a warm home where she had no worries over where the next meal was

  coming from, and an aunt who made sure she could look after the house and herself.




  As Beth passed, after taking the tea things to the sitting room, she looked at Alice, standing in the hallway, staring down in thought, and smiled. It was a scene she had become used to, as

  their daily life revolved around waiting for Matt’s footsteps on the stairs.




  Beth didn’t know about the shapes, to Beth the lino was plain mottled brown. She had no reason to suspect that there was a bunch of grapes up on the right there, if you

  looked hard enough, Winston Churchill just below and on the other side, half a woman, her right hand cheekily on her waist and her hair flicking out. Beside her, the shape of Shaw’s Bridge,

  something Alice had once known well. No bluebells that she could see, but the image stirred her heart each time she looked at it so that she could smell the bluebells without seeing them. She had

  loved the bluebells on the banks of the Laggan. Once. She had pointed out the bridge in the lino to Matt when he was a child and he had laughed, though she hadn’t explained its significance,

  but she had never shared the imaginary shape with his sister. Maybe the shape wasn’t there at all, she had often thought that, maybe she had truly made it up, but when she looked again she

  always saw it, and Matt had seen a bridge, too, and somehow that made her feel better.




  She had concentrated on the practical with Beth, on giving her no-nonsense skills. God knows, she would need them, life would always be more difficult for Beth and without a doubt no man would

  take her on: she, too, would ‘die an auld maid’, though for different reasons than Sadie Duffy, or Alice herself for that matter. In a world that could hear and talk she had managed to

  have Beth taught to communicate by lip-reading and by signing with her fingers, and that was fine between themselves, but few outsiders knew that language. She could read and write, too, of course,

  a battle she was proud of winning, but no one in Inchcraig understood any of that. To them she was ‘a dummy’, an idiot, or would have been, if her aunt hadn’t been ‘Auld

  Nally’ and had ‘him’ behind her.




  Suddenly Alice felt angry, though she didn’t really know what she was angry about. Life, maybe, and how she had ended up here, the way she was regarded by the neighbours, Sadie Duffy and

  her men, all of it rolled up in the frustration and anxiety of waiting for Matt. She threw open the door with more force than it needed.




  ‘Sadie, will you for God’s sake either pack it in for the night or go to the landing below for a change!’ she shouted. Sadie giggled and her latest looked shocked. ‘And

  could you,’ she said, glaring at him, ‘take your hands out of there, while I’m talking at least?’




  Alerted by the noise, Mrs Duffy, who had been on guard upstairs, shouted down, ‘Sadie, will you come up here this minute!’, just as Alice had known she would, and the giggling Sadie

  extricated herself from the hands of her beau and climbed the stairs, leaving him standing alone, looking particularly stupid.




  ‘You’d think you might at least have had the decency to listen to her while you were exploring her,’ Alice said to him solemnly. ‘Didn’t she tell you, you

  don’t want to annoy me?’




  As he took to his heels she shouted after him, ‘And don’t let me find you outside my door again, do your dirty work somewhere else in future!’ She moved to shut the door then

  opened it again. ‘And another thing – wash your hands after where they’ve been tonight!’




  When she turned, Beth was laughing and dabbing her eyes. ‘What’s got into you tonight?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Alice laughed back. ‘Just in a mood, tired of waiting for Matt, I suppose.’




  ‘Auld Nally.’ She knew they called her that. It wasn’t the first time she had heard it, she thought darkly. ‘Auld Nally the moneylender.’ Not to

  her face, of course, but between themselves. And it wasn’t intended as an insult, they said it in the way people do when they’re talking about a familiar object in their lives,

  something that’s been there as long as anyone can remember. If they were giving directions to someone they might say ‘Go straight till ye come tae the bend in the road, then go alang

  past Auld Nally’s hoose an’ turn right, then …’ Like the bend in the road, she was something familiar that they ‘knew’ but had no feelings for or about. Except

  a little caution in her case, perhaps, a little fear, which was fine. That was how she wanted it; after all, she preferred to be an object in the background of their day-to-day existences rather

  than a person with a life of her own they might try to connect with and pry into. The picture they had of her was the one she had set out to create. So they didn’t know – how could they

  when she made sure they didn’t? – that once she had been Alice McInally, a Belfast girl with bright, dark eyes and a long, thick plait of auburn hair falling down her back, a girl who

  laughed and sang and danced, who walked along the banks of the Laggan hand in hand with her young man, pausing on Shaw’s Bridge to kiss in the shadow of the beech trees, their reflection

  borne along by the Minnow Burn flowing below and carried on the cheerful, burbling water to the River Laggan and on out to sea. She had loved in her time, not as often nor as fleetingly as Sadie

  Duffy, perhaps, but she had been young, too, once, and she had loved. There was no one in Inchcraig who had known Alice McInally, but deep inside ‘Auld Nally’ she was still there, along

  with her memories.




  The days kept the pattern of too many that had gone before. It was the incessant waiting that did it, she knew that, remembered it well from past experience, but still, she was annoyed with

  herself for letting it happen. Your mind shrank, that’s what happened. It became concentrated on the event you were waiting for and, gradually, without your realising, it couldn’t take

  any other thoughts.




  She looked up at Beth standing by the door.




  ‘Do you want anything to eat yet?’ Beth signed.




  Alice shook her head.




  ‘You have to eat something.’




  ‘Later.’




  Beth stood her ground, arms crossed, looking at her disapprovingly.




  ‘Will you stop that?’ Alice signed.




  Beth shrugged.




  ‘You’ve got your telling-off face on. I know whether or not I’m hungry, I’m not a child, you know.’




  ‘No, but you’re behaving like one. The way you’re going, the minute Matt steps over the door you’ll drop dead of starvation. Some homecoming.’




  ‘If it’ll stop you nagging,’ she signed, ‘I’ll have some chicken soup.’




  Beth nodded happily and went to the kitchen, smiling, returning minutes later with a bowl on a tray with some bread.




  ‘You were quick with that,’ Alice signed, with a sceptical look.




  ‘Yes, I’m a sneaky cow,’ Beth responded. ‘I had a pot of soup on the stove all ready, I’m a right bad lot. And what’s more, I was prepared to force-feed

  you.’




  And that’s when it happened, of course, when she was sitting there, mouth full of thick soup and soggy bread. All those weeks waiting for the sound of his boots on the stairs and she

  missed it, the first thing she heard was the pattern of cheery little raps Matt always used when he knocked on the door. She stood up, the tray with the bowl smashing on the floor, her feet

  skidding on the spilled soup as she made for the front door. Beth looked at her, her eyes alarmed. ‘Matt!’ Alice shouted. ‘It’s Matt!’ And though Beth couldn’t

  hear her, she knew what Aunt Alice was saying.




  Alice opened the door and saw Matt standing there, thinner, older, the smile just the same, but, ah, the eyes! The eyes, there it was again, that awful mixture of feelings and terrors she

  instantly recognised because she had seen it before, and the next thing she knew the mottled brown lino with the imaginary pictures was coming up to meet her.




  ‘What the hell happened?’ Matt was saying, as he and Beth lifted Alice from the floor and struggled with her into her bedroom.




  ‘She’s seen you again,’ Beth mouthed, using the voice she had no need of and so rarely used, because her hands were too full of her aunt to sign.




  They laid her on her bed and she began to come round.




  ‘I’d just been telling her she’d faint from starvation, the way she was going on, didn’t really think she’d do it, though,’ Beth signed. ‘She

  hasn’t been eating much, been jumping up and down at the slightest sound outside for months now, in case it was you.’




  Matt shook his head, thinking it was all very well to be anxious, but this was ridiculous.




  Beth looked at him. ‘Welcome back, wee brother,’ she signed.




  ‘Aye, aye,’ he smiled. ‘But are you sure she’s OK?’




  ‘Of course I’m OK,’ Alice muttered. ‘I moved too quickly, that was all. Not as young as I used to be.’




  ‘Oh, aye, you’re really ancient,’ Matt said dryly. ‘What are you now? A hundred and ten, is it?’




  Alice glared at him, then began laughing. ‘I can still dish out a slap about the ear, and don’t you forget it!’




  Then they hugged and laughed and talked too much for any of it to go in, and once again Beth was on the outside, watching, the conversation too fast and intensely meaningless for her to follow

  or for Alice and Matt to sign to her. That was the hardest part of being deaf, not that she even understood what being deaf was. Her situation was entirely normal for her, she had nothing to

  compare it with. The problems stemmed from the fact that other people were abnormal as far as she was concerned, they had this other sense, whatever it was. She could hear to a small degree, but

  only on a certain level, so it amounted to very little and wasn’t something she could use. It didn’t even occur to her that it was usable, but there had been a time, though she

  couldn’t pinpoint it exactly, when she understood that the sound she heard was obviously different from what other people heard. Throughout her childhood it had seemed to Beth that Matt and

  Aunt Alice spent a great deal of their time talking to each other, laughing and joking, and when she asked what was going on, Alice would sign that she would tell her later. The trouble was that

  when later came, the explanation often amounted to a couple of minutes, yet the conversation had taken perhaps an hour. That was what she missed, being part of things, being involved in this other

  world of hearing that took up so much of their time, time when she was excluded. Eventually Alice and Matt would calm down, see her standing there, observing, and remember to slow down and include

  her. She knew that all she had to do was wait till their excitement had peaked and they were exhausted with talking, but it meant that she was never part of their excitement.




  Matt had brought them back presents, which Beth found strange, gifts from the war, as though he had just returned from a world tour. He gave her a gold ring set with a single large ruby, and a

  pink silk handkerchief edged with heavy lace. In one corner there was a little pocket and, inside, a powder puff attached with a silk cord, and in another corner the embroidered crest of the Argyll

  and Sutherland Highlanders. Alice was given a brown leather bag, with a scene of ancient Egypt painted on the flap in bright colours and lined with silk, and a rose-gold locket with an emerald in

  the centre and room for two small pictures inside. He had also brought back a kukri, the long, curved knife carried by Gurkha soldiers from Nepal, and a set of arab robes complete with

  headdress. He put these on and then walked about to make them laugh. That seemed to be his main objective, as far as Beth could make out, to make them laugh. War must be a very funny thing.




  





  1




  Liam. That was his name, the other young man Alice had waited for to come home from a war. Liam McCann, whose family wealth had started three generations before his birth with a

  piglet, a ‘jarrie’, as the runt of the litter was called in Ireland, the one that didn’t have a teat to suck on and was therefore bound to die. It was his great-grandfather who

  had taken on that first ‘jarrie’, fattened it up and bought another two, bit by bit ending up with a small empire. When the Irish Potato Famine took hold in the 1840s and mass

  emigration gathered pace, Old Man McCann had somehow held on, managing to buy up what good land existed around Lough Neagh, thereby becoming a self-made man of means. He never forgot his debt to

  the pigs though, and was fond of them all his life, knowing every one by name, even if that fondness meant breeding them, fattening them up, then slaughtering them, which he always did himself.




  ‘But why did he kill them if he liked them?’ Alice asked, watching her father as he effortlessly jointed the salted pig carcass before him. Henry McInally was always immaculately

  turned out, three-piece suit over pristine white shirt, discreet dull striped tie holding a stiff collar in a tight stranglehold, and a heavy chain across his waistcoat attached to a gold watch

  that lived inside his pocket. Not actually dressed to be messing about with pigs, alive or dead.




  ‘What did you say, Alice?’ he asked, pulling himself up to his full five foot two, his little black moustache bristling with annoyance, the sunlight streaming through the window

  bouncing off his black, slicked-back hair.




  ‘Well, if he liked his pigs so much,’ Alice said with innocent logic, ‘why didn’t he keep them as pets? Why did he kill them?’




  ‘How many times have I explained this?’ Henry demanded. ‘He didn’t trust anyone else to do it,’ he said slowly, irritated by her lack of understanding of things

  chivalrous and admirable, forgetting that he was talking to a child, as adults always do. ‘It was his work, same as this is mine, but he didn’t trust anyone else to do it right, and

  because he did like the pigs, he wanted it done right, didn’t he?’




  Alice nodded uncertainly, a quizzical glance sideways at her older brother Harry, who grinned back. Harry always understood. He had been there two years before she was, so Harry knew things she

  didn’t and she wondered if she ever would. Harry always did and said the right thing. He was so clever. She had been about to point out that people had always slaughtered pigs, still did,

  there was nothing much to it. Even now, when you went back to Lough Neagh during the long summer holidays, you would see it being done all the time, so she didn’t understand why Old Man

  McCann thought he was the only one who could do it right. Beside her, Harry’s eight-year-old elbow nudged her to say no more and she bit her lip into silence instead. It was true, though,

  that the process hadn’t changed a great deal in the country areas. The pig would be stunned by a blow to the head with a sledgehammer before its throat was cut. Sometimes the blood was

  allowed to flow away, but most people collected it in a bucket and mixed it with oatmeal to make black puddings. In poor areas nothing was wasted, but that sight had put Alice off black pudding all

  her life. Then the coarse hair would have to be removed with scalding hot water and a sharp knife, before a cut was made from throat to rib-cage, and the chest jacked apart with wooden staves. Once

  it had been hoisted to head height, another cut was made from the back legs to meet the open chest so that the entrails would fall out, giving easy access to the organs, the offal. The heart and

  liver were sold to the butcher, who sold the hearts on to Russia, where they were said to be a great delicacy, and the small intestine was kept for making sausage casings. The large intestine was

  rendered down to make grease and the head sold to whoever wanted it, because there was good eating in it, then the carcass would be hoisted even higher to keep it away from hungry cats and dogs and

  hung for two or three days, before the salters came. Alice’s family, the McInallys, had been salters in the Derryhirk area of Lough Neagh since before Old Man McCann had bought his first

  ‘jarrie’, travelling from steading to steading to cure the hanging pigs.




  ‘Before your great-grandfather arrived,’ her father Henry would say, ‘everyone would have been up at four in the morning to light the boiler so that there was an endless supply

  of hot water. As a wee boy I used to go with him on his travels, watching him mixing salt, cream of tartar, saltpetre and brown sugar, and rubbing it into every crevice of the carcass. That’s

  what everyone used, but he had his own recipe and ways of mixing, that’s what made him special.’ He’d stop to wink theatrically at his children. ‘He was a wee man, but he

  had powerful arms and great big hands like shovels, skin like leather.’ Here his children would duck slightly just in case, as, knife in hand, Henry McInally threw his arms outwards with

  reckless abandon to demonstrate the gigantic and unlikely proportions of the ‘wee man’s’ arms. ‘But the mixture still found wee nicks to get into, and if you ever had that

  stuff on even the tiniest bit of raw flesh you’d know all about it. The finest bacon it was,’ he’d continue, his eyes misting over, as everyone’s does about their childhood,

  good or bad, the sharp knife nestling incongruously against his chest, ‘cut thicker than now, and no rind left at all.’ Here he’d pause to sniff disapprovingly, unaware that Alice

  and Henry sniffed with him right on cue, exchanging muffled giggles. ‘It’s still the tastiest bit, if grand people’ – always said with extreme distaste, to prove that Henry

  McInally was a man of the common people, which he was not – ‘did but know it, and afterwards we’d fry eggs and potato bread in the fat left in the pan.’ He’d sigh,

  give himself a shake and return to the task in hand. ‘My father never wanted to do anything else than follow my grandfather, and I wanted nothing more than to follow him either, till Old Man

  McCann was dead and his son made my father the offer.’ About that point Harry would nudge his younger sister again to remind her not to point out that their father was not a common or garden

  salter, in fact he never had been. He had learned the salter’s skills many years ago from his grandfather and father, but he never used them in earnest. He was a Belfast businessman who liked

  to pretend he was a horny-handed son of the soil. She didn’t know these exact words then, but she was a child, she knew play-acting when she saw it.




  ‘The offer.’ Henry McInally’s voice rose and swelled as he said the words, so that they resonated with such importance that you could almost hear a trumpet fanfare in the

  background. It had changed the lives of the McCanns and the McInallys for all time, so maybe his reverence was understandable. It had transformed them from country-dwellers, from peasants, to city

  folk of some means, though the McCanns would remain of higher means than the McInallys. In the 1850s it took them from Lough Neagh to the suburbs of fast-growing Belfast, making them, on visits

  ‘home’, outsiders to where and who they had come from. It taught both sides, if truth be told, to look down on each other because they didn’t understnad each other, and that lack

  of understanding inevitably bred a feeling of slight distrust. The children knew this without being able to explain it, felt it without being able to understand it, so that even when they played

  with the local children, the Belfast McCanns and McInallys did so together. All Alice’s life it had been like that, though no one ever put that slight distance into words. All through the

  summer escape from Belfast, Liam and Brendon McCann were inseparable from Henry, Alice and, eventually, Isabel McInally, complete in themselves when there weren’t any local children to play

  with, when even their country-dwelling cousins didn’t play with them. It was hard to work out who you were or where you belonged when your own family saw you as an incomer, and you saw your

  own family as strangers, even if you didn’t say that out loud. The local children spoke differently, too, they had a rougher, deeper accent that they would first find hard to tune into; but

  once they had picked it up themselves they found it harder to tune out of when they returned to Belfast.




  In the days leading up to the twenty-three-mile journey ‘home’ from Belfast, and for the first few days at Lough Neagh, the children felt hugely excited, but after that, being

  accustomed to the more diverse delights of the big city, they became slightly bored – apart from Liam, that was. They hoped their country relatives didn’t know this, which, of course,

  they did. A bored and out-of-sorts visitor from Belfast was a thing of embarrassment to his or her parents. ‘Tired out,’ a mother would say, almost guiltily, ‘not used to all this

  fresh air!’ and all the adults would smile, colluding together to hide what they all knew better. By the end of the summer they were usually ready to return to Belfast – apart from Liam

  once again – though they were well-warned not to show it, to pretend to be desolate instead: though, again, everyone knew better. They were the first generation of each family to have been

  born in Belfast, and so they hadn’t the strong, visceral connections that led their fathers and mothers to regard the Lough Neagh area as ‘home’ in the truest, most instinctive

  sense. Even before the children were born in the 1890s, both families were living in luxury compared with their Lough Neagh beginnings, and forever separated by more than distance. The McCanns

  lived in some splendour, and the McInallys in slightly less splendour, in North Belfast. Bridie McCann had a maid and a cook, for instance, whereas Victoria paid a cleaning girl who came in twice

  weekly and did all her own cooking, whether from lack of funds or her own obsession with cooking no one questioned. And though the houses were constructed of locally made red brick, there being no

  native stone in Belfast, there were ways, as there always are, of demonstrating wealth and position, even with identical red brick. The McCann house had bay windows, odd patterns in the brickwork,

  and a large walled garden with a driveway at the side, little extras that Victoria McInally envied in a genteel way, but envied just the same.




  To Liam and Brendon McCann and Harry, Alice and Bella McInally, Belfast was where they had been born and raised, and Lough Neagh was ‘home’ simply because their parents called it

  that. For Liam it eventually became different. Lough Neagh was where he discovered boats, so it was always special to him and he hated leaving. ‘Life in Belfast’ he used to say was

  ‘just time spent between visits to Lough Neagh.’




  ‘The offer’ came from Old Man McCann’s son, known all his days as Young McCann. His father had been content with his life, where he had made his fortune – a fortune in

  Lough Neagh terms at any rate. Old McCann tended and killed his pigs, and he looked after the land and cattle he had, employing people he had known all his life to help him. When he died he was

  buried in the family plot in Derrytrasna Cemetery, close to the southern shore of the Lough, with all the McCanns who had gone before him, leaving behind Young McCann, who had grown up knowing a

  different life and a better standard of living than Old McCann – thanks to his father. Unlike Old McCann, he had been educated, and that had inevitably resulted in him having ideas. One of

  those ideas was that he didn’t like being a peasant, even a relatively well-off one. Young McCann felt he was better than the people his father identified with; his father had embarrassed

  him. The old man had been proud of knowing every pig’s family history and could recite the names of every porcine ancestor, indeed he often did as his son cringed by his side. Young McCann

  wanted away from pigs, he wanted away from Lough Neagh and for his children to become respectable businessmen. Maybe, being the first generation born after Old McCann became a man of means, his son

  could see only too clearly where the family had come from. He had been removed from that life by his father’s hard work and wealth, but he was still close enough to understand how easy it

  would be to lose it all and accustomed enough to his standard of living not to want to. Perhaps that was what made him determined to leave his roots as far behind as possible, and seek higher,

  better, richer lives for his children, or perhaps he was just a different man from his father.




  Belfast was expanding rapidly and Young McCann saw a chance, a way out. He may have hated having a father who loved every pig he had ever owned – and slaughtered – but he was

  realistic enough to know that for the time being his family’s fortunes were tied to the beasts. He would, he decided, move his family to the city and set up a bacon-curing business, a

  commercial enterprise that would grow in time and lead to better, non-pig-related opportunities. He wasn’t a particularly bright man, only educated, so the details took him some time to work

  out, but if his education had taught him anything it was that to succeed he had to use the skills of others. That was how men of means became wealthy men of means. Eventually he had approached

  Henry McInally’s father and offered him the chance to manage the business for him. It meant moving out of Derryhirk and becoming city dwellers, but it also meant a huge step up from being a

  travelling salter, and it gave the McInally family, too, the chance of a better life and future. From then on the Catholic McCanns and the Protestant McInallys were closely linked, and it

  didn’t matter to any great extent that their religions were different. There were simmering religious and political issues in the country – the two were intertwined as far as Ireland

  was concerned – but the families had lived perfectly amicably ‘at home’ for generations without it ever being a problem for them, after all. And though the children of the

  families went to different schools in Belfast, what united them – a shared background, money and business – was more important than what divided them, especially when they went

  ‘home’ together as incomers every summer.




  By the time Young McCann had joined his forebears in Derrytrasna, his son Dermot had taken over ownership of McCann’s, just as Willie McInally had taken over its management from his

  father. One day Seamus McCann would succeed Dermot, just as Henry McInally waited in the wings, learning the ropes, and after them Liam and Harry would take over, that was the accepted wisdom. The

  plan was already working out well, the curing business down by the docks had expanded and led to better things. At first the pigs were still slaughtered on the smallholdings around Lough Neagh and

  brought to the sheds for curing by horse and cart; then agents appeared, who bought them and brought them live to the new abattoirs in Belfast for slaughter, and from there an export business was

  built up, gradually taking Belfast Ham all over the world.




  However, it wasn’t ever a major part of the area’s commerce. It was a minor player in the business life of Belfast: ham-curing never reached the heights of linen or shipbuilding, for

  instance, and it was dependent on the vagaries of public taste and fragility of livestock prices, which moved up and down seemingly without reason. The McCanns understood the need to diversify and

  built their own ice factories, to supply the high amounts of ice needed for the Wiltshire Cure, which had changed the curing business forever. Then they moved into grocery provision and bought up a

  few pubs, always a lucrative business.




  Over the years the master plan adapted and evolved to take in wider horizons, with visions of future McCanns being involved in banking and the law, and by the time Seamus took over in the 1890s

  the family was part of the business fabric of the city. The McCanns were well set up, and as well-removed from the Lough Neagh days. There was a confidence born of success and wealth, an arrogance

  perhaps, that there would always be sons in both families to take over the ownership and the management of the business, in time the businesses, even if they didn’t express much enthusiasm as

  children, just as Liam didn’t – but that, Seamus hoped fervently, would pass, as it was made to pass for him.




  Seamus wanted his eldest son to be the first lawyer in the family. He certainly had the brains for it, but the trouble was that Liam loved boats. Loved them with a passion, loved the process of

  building them, selecting the wood, persuading it to take on the shape you wanted, balancing the craft. He exulted in the lines, the beauty of the creation, the way it handled on the water. It was

  the fault of those summer holidays, his father would fume in later years. He should never have allowed his sons to run wild with the natives. Seamus wasn’t as driven as his grandfather had

  been, he was safely removed from all the terrors that had prompted Young McCann to leave the countryside and head for the city, he was secure in his prosperous Belfast life, but he still expected

  his sons to take over when he was gone. The younger boy, Brendon, would oversee the businesses while Liam would take the family’s standing another rung higher up the social scale. It was the

  natural way of things to improve and drive upwards, after all, the natural order.




  Only Liam seemed hell-bent on ruining everything. It seemed that he delighted in causing his father more worry and concern than dealing with all the businesses put together, and now they’d

  had another run-in that had left Seamus enraged, which was normal these days. He tried to go back to his work, but this was too much. This time the boy had pushed him so far over the edge that

  he’d been unable to concentrate on anything else. He got up and left the office early, heading for home, heading for Bridie to make it better.




  Bridie McCann was sitting in her parlour concentrating on her needlework when Seamus arrived unexpectedly.




  ‘Seamus! You’re home early, it’s not more than three o’clock. Are you ill?’




  ‘What is it with the boy?’ Seamus demanded of his wife, ignoring her concern.




  Oh, so it was Liam again, but then it always was, so no surprise there. Bridie, busy with her latest embroidery, made herself even busier. ‘What’s he done now?’ she asked

  amiably.




  Her tone infuriated Seamus; she never took these things seriously.




  ‘Well, we won’t even start with his complete lack of interest in a career in the law,’ he seethed. ‘And you know that as it is he rarely graces us with his presence at

  the office?’




  Bridie saw Seamus from the corner of her eye, standing stiffly, one tightly fisted hand on the back of his armchair. She didn’t need to look at him to see his blue eyes blazing, she could

  almost feel the fire from across the room. Bridie kept her counsel. A particularly difficult stitch needed her urgent and full attention, she decided.




  ‘He came to me this afternoon and informed me – informed me, mind you – that he will be taking the next month off to help old Jimmy Devlin build a fishing boat on Lough Neagh!

  I said to him, “What about McCann and Son?” and he replied, “You’ve got a son, Brendon.” I said to him, “What about university? You want to be a lawyer,

  don’t you?” and he shrugged his shoulders – you know the way that he does – and said, “Well, that’s what you want, Father, but I haven’t got time to

  discuss it, Alice is expecting me for a picnic.” ’




  Bridie put her head down and concentrated hard. She could see it, hear it – it was pure, unadulterated Liam. She said nothing, knowing there was more to come from his father.




  ‘Why am I shocked? Answer me that? As I said, we rarely get to bask in his company these days for more than three days out of every week. It’s hard to say whether he’s late

  after one weekend or early for the next.’ Seamus stared at his wife. ‘Well, say something, Bridie! Aren’t you shocked to your toes?’




  ‘Um, what did you say to him?’




  ‘I told him it was out of the question, pure and simple, that was all. What else was there to say? When I could talk at all, that was. I was so shocked that it took me almost ten minutes

  to get a word out!’




  Bridie doubted that. ‘Calm down, Seamus. Why must every conversation in this family be conducted through a megaphone?’ Though she knew why: Seamus and Liam.




  ‘Calm down?’ he yelled back, repeatedly slapping a rolled-up newspaper into his hand. ‘Calm down, is it? Is it some sort of rebellion against me, do you think? And if it is,

  what have I done to him?’




  ‘Maybe,’ Bridie suggested gently, smiling at her irascible husband, ‘he just wants his own life.’




  ‘What kind of talk is that? He has no right to a life of his own!’




  ‘Seamus!’ Bridie put her embroidery down in her lap and looked at him accusingly.




  ‘You know what I mean, Bridie, and don’t say you don’t!’ Seamus turned and paced about their large, opulent parlour, finally stopping at the big bay window and looking

  out without seeing anything but his red fury.




  Bridie looked at him, a tall, handsome man in his forties, an older version of Liam in every way, though he would have none of it. To hear him talk, or shout, their eldest son might have been

  found in a basket in the rushes, like Moses, but there was no mistaking the build, the blue eyes, the fair, reddish hair and the stubborn intensity that made them circle each other like prize

  fighters. Brendon took after Bridie, as Seamus admitted: he was smaller with dark hair, hazel eyes and a pale complexion and, more than that, he was a calm boy, not given to Seamus McCann’s

  emotional explosions; a boy who would exchange amused, despairing glances with his mother at the antics of his father when it came to his brother. In the middle of yet another disagreement,

  Brendon, from his earliest years, would send a look to Bridie that said, ‘Here we go again. What can you do with them?’




  ‘Where would any of us be if we’d followed our dreams?’ Seamus demanded. ‘If I had done that he and his brother wouldn’t have the life they have.’ He threw

  his arms out again to encompass the grand house and all that it signified. ‘He has a duty to do the same for his children. Instead, what do we get?’ He turned furiously and glared at

  his wife. ‘We get business taking second place to boats, we get business being fitted in around boats. What future is there in that?’




  Bridie shrugged diplomatically, thinking, as she returned to her embroidery, that Jimmy Devlin and his boys did all right.




  ‘And when he is here we have to fit any work he’s prepared to do around whatever plans he has with Alice. That’s another thing, how is he ever going to meet anyone suitable if

  he insists on spending every moment with Alice? I can just see him standing at the altar, and when the priest asks if he takes this woman, he’ll say he has to check with Alice!’




  Bridie fought to hide her laughter, though the Alice situation was concerning her slightly, too, as it was the McInallys. Once or twice she had caught a certain note in Victoria’s voice as

  she mentioned the ongoing friendship. What was that last remark she had made at tea the other day? ‘I was just saying to Henry, it’s hard to tell where one ends and the other begins,

  they’re hardly ever apart,’ followed by a gentle little laugh, but Bridie caught her meaning.




  ‘Yes,’ Seamus continued, ‘he’s quick to turn his nose up at spending any time working in the business, but happy enough to live off it!’




  ‘Now, Seamus, that’s unfair,’ Bridie said quietly. ‘It’s a father’s business to provide for his children, but when does any child have a say in what that

  business is? Liam – and Brendon, for that matter – are no different from other children in that.’




  ‘There you go! You indulge him, you always have!’




  ‘Now it’s my fault, Seamus?’ Bridie laughed. ‘First it’s letting him run wild at Lough Neagh, now it’s my fault? Just how do you make that out?’




  ‘You’re …’ He whirled about, his arms flying upwards in the air like a fisherman casting a net, trying to pull sense from it. ‘You’re too accommodating, too

  calm, that’s how!’ he finally shouted, and Bridie laughed even more, which infuriated him, because he knew she was laughing at him; knew, furthermore, that she had every right to.




  ‘It wouldn’t matter a damn what the boys wanted to do – they could come in here and announce they were off on the next boat to Paraguay, or they were planning to grow wings and

  fly, and you’d just smile at them and tell them they’re wonderful.’




  Bridie was struggling to convert her laughter into a more acceptable smile that wouldn’t feed Seamus’s fury. She tried to imagine Brendon ever suggesting such a thing, but decided

  not to pursue the thought because it would make her laugh out loud again. ‘That’s probably very true, Seamus,’ she said quietly. ‘But you see, I take the view that banning

  children from even thinking such things would only make them more likely to do them.’ She looked up at him kindly. ‘Don’t you think so, Seamus? Really? I mean, what actual good

  does shouting at them do?’




  ‘Oh, I see!’ Seamus threw back at her. ‘So it’s all my fault then, you’re saying I’m a bad father now?’




  Bridie put her needlework down, got up from her chair, crossed to the window and put her arms around her husband, stroking his arms as though he were a huge, excited bird flapping his wings and

  putting his feathers out of kilter. ‘I won’t talk to you when you’re like this, Seamus,’ she said quietly. He tried to stop himself giving in to her embrace and she shook

  her small, dark head. ‘You see?’ she smiled. ‘Now where do you think Liam gets his stubborn streak from?’




  Seamus McCann relaxed, slipping his arms around her waist. ‘It’s not the boys,’ he said resignedly, his chin resting on top of her curls. ‘I know that. It’s just

  Liam.’




  ‘That’s because you expect so much of Liam,’ Bridie told him. ‘It’s that eldest son thing, Seamus. Try to think for yourself a moment, rather than as a McCann. You

  know perfectly well that Brendon loves the business world.’




  ‘Yes, I do know that,’ he said, pulling back to look at her. ‘But why would that stop Liam reaching beyond that? That’s all I want, for him to make progress while the

  businesses are taken care of.’




  ‘But just because you want it doesn’t mean it has to be or will be, Seamus,’ she protested. ‘You’re a smart man, but your head’s still in a time when a father

  could tell a son what to do with his life. Times are changing, the old traditions are changing.’




  ‘It’s the way it’s always been,’ he replied in a puzzled voice. ‘And it’s always worked well, why change it now? Why does he want to destroy all that

  tradition?’




  Bridie held him silently for a moment, thinking. ‘Everyone’s different, Seamus. You know perfectly well that Brendon might’ve been made for business. It suits him and he suits

  it, you have no trouble accepting that. Isn’t that true? Why can’t you accept that he and Liam are very different?’ she said quietly. ‘Brendon’s like me,

  but—’




  ‘No!’ Seamus protested, laughing despite himself. ‘I know what’s coming next! Don’t say Liam’s like me!’




  ‘But he is! That’s why you find him so infuriating. Granted, he’s not quite as, well, excitable, but he has his opinions and holds them strongly, as you do. You know your

  father never gave you any choice in the life you have, so you don’t want to give Liam any, and you know what that feels like. You’re not angry at Liam, you’re angry because

  you’re doing to him what your father did to you, and you know you shouldn’t do it.’




  He pulled away from her and took up a position in the other corner of the room. This, she thought sadly, is what Liam sees.




  ‘There it is again, Bridie McAlinden!’ he shouted. ‘You always side with Liam against me!’




  ‘That’s simply not true!’ she shot back at him in a hurt voice.




  ‘You’re siding with him and saying I’m a cruel father who denies his son his dreams because my father denied me mine!’




  Bridie sighed and shook her head, turning away from him.




  ‘Well that’s what you mean, Bridie!’ he persisted, angry again.




  ‘No, Seamus,’ she said evenly. ‘It’s what you hear, what you want to hear.’ She stared at him meaningfully for a long moment. ‘Maybe you should ask yourself

  why that is. Now I’m going out into the garden, I can’t bear your noise and nonsense a moment longer.’




  By retreating from the pointless fray to walk round the garden inspecting the roses she was depriving him of a target for his rage, so he would sit down in his chair with his now mutilated

  newspaper, then one of the pages wouldn’t fold properly and he would throw it as far across the room from him as he could, before finally subsiding into the calm after the storm. She knew him

  so well. When she was sure it was over for now, she went back in, picked up the scattered pages of the disobedient newspaper, then sat down quietly at the other side of the fireplace and resumed

  her needlework. As she sat down he looked at her sheepishly and said, ‘What he needs is a wife.’




  ‘Oh, Seamus, of course he doesn’t! He’s far too young!’




  ‘Well, that’s what the church tells us, isn’t it? Marry them off young to keep them out of trouble? I mean it,’ Seamus sighed. ‘Some nice Catholic girl to fill his

  mind and his time with lots of babies, that’s just what he needs. That would settle him down.’




  ‘Marriage doesn’t solve everything, Seamus.’




  ‘It did for me,’ he smiled.




  ‘Oh, Seamus!’ she teased, glancing up from her work, because she knew that was the response he wanted. Because marriage hadn’t solved all his problems, she knew that as well as

  Seamus did.




  ‘It’s the fault of bloody Lough Neagh, that’s the truth of it,’ he said thoughtfully, as he always did eventually, ‘of letting them run wild there for months at a

  time when they were children.’




  He was right about that. Bridie knew that Lough Neagh was the very place for a boy who loved boats. Especially a boy quietly shunned by the local children but tolerated by the local adults

  because of who his father was, so even when the others were bored, Liam never was, he always had the boats. And Alice, of course: he always had Alice.




  At the very moment his mother was trying to calm his father, Liam and Alice were walking towards Shaw’s Bridge, their favourite destination when trouble brewed at

  home.




  ‘So what is it this time?’ Alice asked, smiling; she rarely took the arguments between Liam and his father seriously, it was just how they were.




  Liam was fiddling with his newest acquisition, a camera he had bought to take pictures of the boatbuilding at Jimmy Devlin’s. ‘He’s had a screaming fit because I want to go off

  to the Lough for a month,’ Liam said, shrugging his shoulders to emphasise the silliness of Seamus’s reaction.




  ‘What does he want you to do?’ she asked, handing him a blanket to spread out for their picnic.




  ‘Work,’ he replied, ‘his kind of work, the boring sort.’




  ‘I’ve found that all parents expect that,’ Alice said with mock-seriousness. ‘Most unfair, I call it.’




  Liam laughed. ‘You know what I mean. Have I ever shown the slightest interest in his kind of work? Have I ever said I wanted to do anything other than build boats?’




  ‘No,’ Alice grinned, emptying the contents of the hamper bit by bit. ‘I’ll give you that, you’ve never left him in any doubt. Here, gnaw on a chicken leg, might

  take some of that resentment out of you.’




  ‘Careful! I don’t want to get grease on the lens.’ He wiped the camera carefully and placed it safely out of reach. ‘I just don’t see why he’s got to make

  such a drama out of everything,’ he sighed, savaging the chicken leg. ‘Why can’t he just say very calmly, ‘ “No, Liam, I’d rather you stayed here”

  ’? Why does he have to go ten shades from red to purple and scream till the veins stand out on his forehead like that?’




  ‘And you’d accept that, would you? A calm “No”, I mean?’




  ‘No, of course I wouldn’t, but I don’t accept it if he screams either.’ He looked up at her. ‘And why are you taking his side anyway?’ he demanded.




  ‘I’m not,’ Alice laughed, settling down beside him with a quiet smile. ‘I suppose I’m trying to introduce some spice into the boring monotony of yet another McCann

  battle, that’s all.’




  He reached over and hit her softly on the head with the half-eaten piece of chicken.




  She slapped his hand away and reached up to her hair, grimacing. ‘Yes, that’s bound to get me on your side, isn’t it?’ she demanded. ‘I’ll have to wash my

  hair to get the smell and the grease out of it.’




  He shrugged again. ‘So wash it,’ he said simply.




  ‘It’s all right for you, you have no idea how long it takes to dry!’ She made a lunge for him, but he knew her too well and body-swerved out of her reach, so she lifted a piece

  of chicken from the basket and threw it at him, and when he got up and ran she went after him, her arm raised, giggling. After a brief struggle they settled down again to their meal.




  ‘You see?’ he said contentedly. ‘We’ve just settled a difference of opinion by throwing the odd piece of chicken. Why can’t my father do the same?’




  Alice laughed out loud at the thought of Seamus throwing chicken instead of a fit. ‘So what are you going to do?’




  ‘I’m going to Lough Neagh, of course!’ Liam replied. ‘What else?’




  ‘So we’ll be having a similar conversation very shortly then?’




  ‘What do you mean?’ he asked her, puzzled.




  ‘Well, it’s not the first fight you’ve had with your father, is it? And it won’t be the last; but they always blow over, don’t they?’
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