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Chapter One


SATURDAY





Home was a huge sky; it was flat fields of poor land fringed with hawthorn and alder. It was birds in flight; it was columns of midges like smoke in a summer dusk. It was grey water; it was a mad wind; it was a solid stone house where the silence was uncanny.


Cate was going home.


She woke early this morning. Not surprisingly, she’d been sleeping badly in recent weeks, and she lay now for more than an hour thinking about her family. She liked to imagine them still asleep, each of the three women lying in the warm darkness of her own room: Helen in her house in Belfast, Sally and her mother at home in the country. Later, when Cate rose and moved about her flat making coffee and preparing her luggage for the journey, she thought of her family waking. Helen would stretch out her hand and switch on the radio, would lie there drowsing and listening to classical music. Sally would go downstairs, and, still in her dressing gown and sleepy-eyed, would stare blankly at the cloudy sky while she waited for the kettle to boil. She would make tea, and bring it upstairs to her mother’s room. It was a ritual every Saturday morning. They would drink the tea together, and quietly talk over the week that was past, and the weekend to come; and today, Cate knew, their main topic of conversation would be her own trip home. They would discuss the meal they would cook for her arrival at lunchtime; and perhaps they would speculate as to why Cate had decided to go home at such short notice; but even allowing for that possibility, it was a comfort to her to think intensely about her mother and sisters.


In the course of the journey from Primrose Hill to Heathrow, she grew increasingly anxious. Once in the departure lounge, she checked in and then paced restlessly by the windows, watching the planes taxi and take off. Turning away, she went into the Ladies and checked her hair and make-up; took out a bottle of French perfume and sprayed some on her wrists. Usually, looking at herself in the mirror calmed Cate. A quick glance would be enough: the thick, auburn hair, the fine, pale skin and delicate features, the wonderful clothes and jewellery which were far beyond the reach of most people: ‘Whatever you feel,’ she would tell herself, ‘this is what other people see, and this is how they will judge you.’ But lately that trick had been failing to restore her confidence, and it failed today. So she put her finger up to her brow to touch a tiny invisible scar at her hairline. When she was six, she’d run into a hay baler and cut her head so badly that she’d had to go to the hospital for stitches; and it had left a faint mark which had remained with her for the rest of her life. Touching the scar quickly, so that no one ever realised that she was doing it, restored a sense of reality, a sense of who she was, in a way that looking at her own reflection could not.


She went back to the departure lounge, and bought a newspaper. Out of habit, her eyes scanned the shelves, looking for the cover of the fashion magazine for which she worked. After that she bought a cup of coffee, but she didn’t really want it, any more than she wanted the newspaper. She put sugar in the coffee, just to be doing something, and stirred it in, then put the spoon on the saucer and stared at the cup. She was terrified of what they were going to say to her at home. There would be tears, that was for certain, and some of them would be hers. There would be hard words, and she wondered how she was going to cope with that. No matter how much they hurt her, she would have to try not to say anything that she would regret afterwards.


A voice announced that the British Airways flight to Belfast was ready for boarding. Cate stood up.


In the past, she’d felt invincible. It wasn’t that she didn’t think about whether or not disaster might befall her: she did think, and decided that it couldn’t. Her life was charmed. When she was a teenager, she would shelter under trees during thunderstorms, sure that she was safe. A train or a plane couldn’t crash if she was on board. She’d been stunningly beautiful, and she’d known it. For years she believed that she could have absolutely anything she wanted in life. Her family hadn’t been able to understand where it came from, this … this – confidence, she’d called it then. Arrogance, she called it now. It had left her that night in October over two years ago, when Sally rang and told her what had happened. As soon as she had finished talking she’d broken the connection on the phone with the tips of her fingers while reaching into her handbag with her other hand for her credit card and Filofax. She’d called British Airways and quickly and efficiently booked a seat on the last flight to Belfast. Then she’d thought: who else should I ring? She had friends in London, good friends, but she’d realised that there was no one to whom she wished to tell what had happened, much less anyone she wanted around her at that moment. She had just wanted to be home. So she’d put her Filofax aside, and gone into her bedroom to pack.


What Cate called her wardrobe was so large that it was more like a small room into which she could step, as she did that night to examine the rails of clothes which it contained. She’d rummaged through the dresses and jackets and skirts looking for suitable things to wear at home, but everything struck her as wrong: too pale or bright, or stylish. The only dark clothes she had were evening dresses. Eventually she’d found a grey dress she’d only ever worn once, and a black coat of classic cut. She’d looked at her shoes. She hadn’t realised she had so many pairs of shoes.


Suddenly she’d remembered being in Granny Kate’s bedroom one wet day, when Granny Kate was trying on a new lilac suit she’d just bought: she’d wear it for the first time at Mass on Easter Sunday. Cate was sitting on the bed playing with a powder puff and a drum of violet-scented talc, which she’d surreptitiously lifted from the dressing table, and which Granny Kate hadn’t noticed because she was so busy admiring herself in the mirror. Standing in the silent luxury of her own wardrobe, Cate remembered with uncanny vividness her grandmother’s room: the crocheted bedspread, the rain on the window, a scent of violets and dust. She dipped the puff in the talc and brushed it against her face.


‘Granny Kelly only ever wears black,’ she said. ‘Because of Grandad Kelly being dead.’


Granny Kate smiled at her own reflection and smoothed the collar of her suit with her fingers.


‘I wouldn’t wear black,’ she said frankly, ‘not if all belonging to me was dead.’


When the taxi had come to take Cate to the airport later that night, she was wearing a kingfisher-blue coat. She’d arrived at the airport, checked in and boarded as usual. But as the plane taxied down the runway, she realised that, for the first time ever, she was terrified, like a tightrope walker suddenly aware of the abyss into which she could fall at any moment. That terror forced her to believe, really believe, the truth of what Sally had told her. The spell was broken, the charmed life at an end.


During the flight this Saturday morning, she kept staring at her own name on the boarding card. When she’d started working in journalism, she hadn’t liked the look of her own name in print. Kate Quinn: it was too Irish, she thought, too country, and she’d been delighted when she hit on the idea of changing the ‘K’ to a ‘C’. Cate Quinn. It never crossed her mind that her family would have any problem with this, and she had been grieved and embarrassed when it became clear that they were hurt by what she had done, and saw in it a rejection of themselves. Not that anyone said anything, but it was years before her mother changed to the new spelling in her weekly letters to her daughter, and her father never abandoned her old name. Uncle Brian still called her ‘Katie’, as he’d always done: it was possible he wasn’t even aware of the change she had made. For a while Helen had sent her post addressed to ‘Cate Kwinn’, which Cate thought was spiteful at the time, although years later she could see the funny side of it.


As they flew in over Belfast, she put her face close to the window and looked down at Belfast Lough, the gantries of the shipyard, the city itself and the dark mountains that rose behind it. She wouldn’t have been happy in Belfast either. Once, she’d asked Helen if she enjoyed living and working there, to which Helen had replied, ‘I don’t know if I’d go so far as to say that.’ ‘Enjoy’ wasn’t a word which seemed to figure large in Helen’s vocabulary. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy certain things a lot, more, Cate suspected, that she didn’t like to talk about them.


The plane banked and flew low. Lough Neagh appeared, a cold expanse of grey water, and then she saw fields and farms. Cate stared intently at the land, as if trying to wring some knowledge from it, as if she were seeing it for the first time, although in fact it couldn’t have been more familiar to her, the type of landscape against which she still judged all others. A flock of sheep, stained blue as a mark of ownership, scattered in fright in a field beside the runway.


People turned to look at Cate as she walked through the arrivals hall at Aldergrove. The day Cate stopped turning heads would be the day she began to worry. Helen was waiting for her. The close resemblance between the two sisters was to some extent masked by the difference in how they presented themselves; by Cate’s being so expensively dressed, so impeccably groomed. They crossed to the luggage carousel. ‘Here’s your bag now,’ Helen said, nodding at a cracked tartan grip with two woolly pom-poms tied to the handle for easy identification. Cate laughed as she bent down to pick up what was in fact her luggage: an elegant leather suitcase.


‘Sorry for the state of this,’ Helen apologised, as she unlocked her car door, but Cate would have been surprised, disappointed even, if it hadn’t been the familiar muddle of magazines and newspapers and stray shoes and music cassettes, the whole liberally sprinkled with sweet wrappers. As Helen switched on the ignition, opera music blared loud from the radio. She leaned over and turned the sound down slightly, but paused in what she had been saying to listen to the music for a second. ‘Do you mind if we leave this on? It sounds like it might be really good.’


‘Feel free,’ Cate said. ‘So how are things? How’s everyone at home?’


‘All well. Mammy’s very excited about your being here for the week. She was all beside herself because you gave her such short notice.’


‘There was a problem with leave in the office,’ Cate said. ‘I had five days to take, and they put pressure on me to take them now, or lose them.’


‘Maybe you’ll be able to get over again later in the summer, at the time you usually come.’


‘Maybe,’ Cate said, but she didn’t sound convinced.


Not far from the airport, they had to stop at a security checkpoint, and Cate noticed the same sheep she had seen scatter in fright just before the plane landed. Now they were huddled together beside a hedge, their jaws flicking dumbly. Helen threw her driving licence back into her open handbag, and they drove on again. A weak sun struggled against rapid, thick clouds. It started to rain.


‘So how’s work?’ Cate asked, and Helen frowned.


‘Oh, much as usual. We’re defending this guy Maguire at the moment; he shot a taxi driver. You might remember me talking about it. No? Anyway, I’m busy with him.’


‘Do you still go home most weekends?’


‘Almost every weekend now. It would take something really out of the ordinary to keep me away. I usually go home on a Friday night; I waited until Saturday this week so that I could collect you on the way rather than having to drive up again this morning. God no, Cate, I have to get out of the city come the weekend. It’s a safety valve.’


On the outskirts of Antrim there were already houses where Union Jacks and Ulster flags were hanging out for the Twelfth of July, even though it was only mid June. Red, white and blue bunting hung across the streets. ‘I thought we might as well go this way, through town,’ Helen said, ‘take the scenic route, rather than go by the motorway. We’re in no great hurry.’ On the far side of Antrim Cate noticed small pieces of wood with messages on them nailed to the trees and telegraph poles. ‘WHERE IS YOUR BIBLE?’ they said, ‘ETERNITY WHERE?’ and ‘REPENT!’


Between Antrim and Randalstown was a stone wall which in the past had run unbroken the whole four miles, enclosing the estate around Shane’s Castle. Like the other estates she knew of, it had fascinated Cate when she was a child, a fascination she knew instinctively to keep well hidden, especially from Uncle Brian. Life in there must be so different, she thought. She even half-persuaded herself that the trees themselves, which she could see on the other side of the wall, were not at all like the trees that grew around her father’s farm. It would be like something out of a book, she thought. She imagined rooms full of beautiful things, and gilt-framed oil paintings of women with long pale faces; she thought of people riding through the estate on wonderful grey ponies, or doing embroidery by the fire and when they wanted tea, they would ring a bell and a maid would bring them in a tray with china cups and a silver tea pot. She smiled now to remember all this. Uncle Brian used to talk about the wall and the poor local people who had built it. ‘Tuppence a day and a pound of oat meal, that’s the pittance they got for their labours,’ he said. Their father never talked about that, although he was interested in local history, much more so than his brother.


In the nineteen seventies, Cate’s curiosity had been satisfied when they built the motorway to Belfast, and it cut right through the middle of the estate. The extraordinary thing was, she had been right. It was different, it looked like pictures she had seen of the English countryside, lush and rolling with magnificent trees, horse-chestnut and oak and copper beech, utterly unlike the frail saplings that edged her father’s flat fields, even though they were only a few miles away. Sometimes on the hard shoulder of the motorway you would see a bewildered pheasant which had wandered out of the estate. You could visit Shane’s Castle now, there was some sort of little railway for tourists, but Cate had long since lost interest.


After another mile or so the land began to flatten out. Helen turned off the main road, and then made a series of right and left turns into a web of increasingly narrow roads lined with high hedges. The sun had struggled through again: they could see it’s pale light flash on the water of the lough; and in the far distance they could see the dark blue hump that was Slieve Gallion. Cate rolled down the car window. After the heavy dead heat of London in the summer the clean cool air that smelt of the recent rain was a relief to her. Before long they could see the roof of their house above the thickly leaved hedges, and farther off, the reddish chimneys of Brian’s place. The lane which led up to the farm was bumpy and rough, and Cate saw that their mother was waiting for her by the parlour window, as had always been her way. When she came out to the step, Cate hugged her and cried, suddenly afraid that she would forget her resolution and blurt out her news all at once.


‘We’ve cooked some salmon for lunch,’ their mother said when they went into the kitchen, where Sally was whipping cream in a glass bowl, ‘and I got a leg of lamb for tomorrow. Take your jacket off and get settled, we’ll have this on the table for you in a minute.’ As she moved to sit down, Cate noticed on the dresser a large framed photograph of her father. She picked it up, and her mother paused in setting out plates on the table.


‘Isn’t that nice, Cate? Sally bought me the frame for my birthday, and Helen knew somebody who was able to enlarge the photo, even though we hadn’t a negative for it. I like that photo the best, it’s your daddy the way he was when I knew him first.’


Cate stared at the picture. ‘Poor Daddy,’ she said quietly after a few moments, and put the photograph back on the dresser.


‘This is an unexpected treat, having you here at this time of the year,’ their mother said as they all sat down at the table. ‘What notion did you take to come home now?’


‘I don’t know,’ Cate replied. ‘I just got the idea in my head. I was lucky to be able to get the time off work. I had to haggle a bit with them in the office, but in the end I got the dates I wanted.’


‘That was good,’ her mother said.


‘Yes, wasn’t it?’ The tone of Helen’s voice made Cate turn to look at her. Helen was staring hard at Cate, and suddenly Cate remembered what she had said in the car. So Helen was the first to catch her out, Helen knew something was up. She looked away, confused and embarrassed.


‘You must ring Brian,’ her mother went on, as she passed Cate a bowl of carrots. ‘He can’t wait to see you. He was over here this morning asking what time you were due in, but we tried to put him off until tomorrow.’


‘Let her get her dinner eaten first,’ Sally protested, ‘before we even start talking about her phoning people.’


Cate always loved the first meal with her family when she came home, and they would talk and laugh and tell each other the bits of news they had neglected in their many phone calls and letters. It reminded her of the visceral, uncomprehending emotional closeness that had bound them together over dinners of baked beans and fish fingers eaten at that same table when they were small children. Uncle Brian had always said, ‘I never saw three sisters that were as close, and I never saw three sisters that were as different.’ It was still true. If they hadn’t been sisters, they would never have been friends. Cate knew Helen thought her life was full of empty glamour, that she spent more time thinking about cellulite and waterproof mascara than was actually the case. Cate herself viewed Helen’s job as a solicitor specialising in terrorist cases and working out of an office above an off-licence on the lower Falls with a kind of horror. Both Helen and Cate wondered how Sally endured the tedium of her life as a teacher in the primary school they had all attended as children; and yet past a certain point none of this mattered. They were sisters, and that was enough.


But as they sat eating the salmon on this Saturday afternoon, Cate was aware of the other thing that bound them to each other, and that hadn’t been there in childhood: the thing that had happened to their father. They wanted to give each other courage: Cate felt that just by looking at them, people might have guessed that something was wrong, that something had frightened them; and that fear was like a wire which connected them with each other and isolated them from everyone else.


After lunch, Cate opened her cases and gave the family the gifts she had brought for them: wine and chocolates, perfume, books and the inevitable piles of glossy magazines. In the late afternoon, she went for a walk alone, in a jacket and Wellingtons she borrowed from Sally. She went out across the fields, wading through the long grass as one might wade in the sea. After a day of showers the sun was hidden now in white clouds which it split and veined with light; pink and blue like the opal Cate wore on her right hand. Drops of rain rolled off the heavy grass as she moved slowly through the field. What would they say to her? Her only consolation was that by this time the following Saturday, everything would be known.



















Chapter Two





When Granny Kate talked about the colour of her clothes, she never just used simple words like ‘red’, ‘blue’ or ‘green’. Her cardigan was ‘a soft blue, the colour of a thrush’s egg’. She had a skirt that was ‘a big strong purple, like an iris’, and a coat that was ‘reddy-brown, the colour of a brick’. She was wearing a new coat at Mass this morning, and Kate was keen to have a closer look at it, for she’d heard Granny describe it to Kate’s mother during the week as being ‘that lovely rich-green colour you get when a mallard turns it’s neck and the light hits it’. The sermon had started, and Kate twisted round in her seat. Granny was two rows behind them, at the far end of the pew. She saw Kate looking at her, and smiled. Kate grinned back. Granny had a wonderful new hat too. She’d told them she got it in McKillens in Ballymena. Kate didn’t know how much she’d paid for it, but it must have been a lot of money for when she told Kate’s mother the price she’d leaned over and whispered in her ear, and their mother had widened her eyes and said ‘No!’ in such a way that the children knew she wasn’t putting it on. Granny Kate had leaned back to her own side of the sofa. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘Did you ever hear worse?’ but she’d looked delighted.


Kate’s mother had noticed that she was looking round, and tapped on her leg, frowned at her, whispered at her to behave. Kate turned to face the altar again. Father Black was still talking away. Even Helen wasn’t pretending that she could understand what he was saying. Forbidden to look behind her, Kate now looked sideways at her elder sister, who was leafing slowly through her book. It was called A Sunday Missal for Little Children, and it had coloured pictures of a priest saying Mass. Helen yawned, but pretended not to: Kate could see her swallow down the yawn. Kate picked up her own book, which was about the Ten Commandments. On every page there were pictures of children and behind each child there was an angel. When the child was obeying the commandment, and doing something like giving his mother a bunch of flowers or going to Mass on a Sunday, the angel looked content; but when the children were doing bad things, like stealing and telling lies, the angels had their faces sunk in their hands, and they were crying. Helen’s angel must never cry, Kate thought, yawning herself now, freely and comfortably. Not that Kate’s own angel really had much to worry about: she knew she was a bit more mischievous than Helen, but she really wasn’t a bad girl.


She closed the book and put it down again. Sally was asleep, leaning against her mother’s hip. The rag doll she’d got for her birthday had slipped out of her grasp and had fallen on the floor. Because she was so small Sally was allowed to bring toys to church and to sleep if she wanted; their mother didn’t mind so long as she didn’t cry or talk out loud. Kate looked across the body of the church: she could see her daddy over on the men’s side, sitting where he always did, about five rows from the front. Uncle Brian was down at the back. Their father was always one of the first of the men to go up to Holy Communion. Uncle Brian only ever went to Communion once a year, at Easter. Uncle Peter never went to Mass, not even at Christmas.


When Mass was over and the people were leaving the church, their mother would give Helen and Kate a penny each, so that they could go up and light a candle in front of the statue of the Sacred Heart. After that, they would go outside and stop briefly by Grandad Francis’s grave to say a prayer for him. Only Helen could remember him, and even she had been so small when he died that her image of him was vague. She’d told Kate that she remembered when he was sick she’d gone over one day with her mother and they’d brought him a box of Meltis Newbury Fruits. She could remember him sitting up in bed turning the box over in his hands: a tiny shrunken man with eyes like black beads. Helen told Kate not to tell anybody about this, because she was afraid they would think she only remembered him because of the sweets (which Kate thought was quite possible, because Helen was very fond of fruit jellies). Usually Granny was already at the grave when they got there, because Grandad Francis had been her husband; and she was there this morning, in her new coat, which Kate stroked appreciatively with her palm as she walked beside her, down the path to where her father was standing in a group with Uncle Brian and some other men, talking and smoking.


They saw Granny and Uncle Brian again on the way home, when they stopped at McGovern’s for the Sunday papers. McGovern’s was in Timinstown: their daddy had once said that if you thought about it, McGovern’s was Timinstown. There was only the shop and the petrol pump outside it and three houses: a well-furnished roadside, he said, but not to Mrs McGovern, a pale, thin woman who became a frazzle of anxiety in the hour after each of the two Masses on Sunday morning, when her shop became a mad scrum of people wanting papers and sweets and cigarettes. Aunt Lucy said that one morning when she was in there, it had all become too much for Mrs McGovern, and she’d given a big loud scream in front of everybody, and started to cry: they’d had to take her into her own kitchen and make her a cup of tea. Ever since then a nephew of hers came to help her on a Sunday morning, but you could see she still didn’t like it; she preferred the rest of the week when the people dawdled in in ones or twos and made their minds up slowly.


Their mother went in to get the papers: ‘I might get a block of ice cream too,’ she said. ‘Don’t forget the wafers!’ Kate bawled after her, as Uncle Brain slipped into their mother’s place in the front passenger seat to continue his conversation with his brother. The two men smoked as they talked: Uncle Brian had smoked so much in his life that the thumb and first and second fingers of his right hand were a ginger colour that didn’t come off, no matter how much he washed his hands. Kate didn’t like this, nor did she like the back of his neck, which she studied now with distaste: a fat, pitted neck that bulged over the collar of his shirt. It was a pity, because he had a nice face, and he was great fun. But lots of men had horrible necks, past a certain age; she’d noticed that. Kate felt sorry for them: it must be terrible to know your neck was slowly becoming ugly: but then again, they couldn’t see it, so maybe it wasn’t such a trouble to them.


Uncle Brian drove a bread van for Hughes. He came to their house once a week, but they only ever saw him in the school holidays, because he came in the early afternoon. Kate loved going out to the van. He’d ring the bell and by the time you went out he’d be pegging open the heavy doors. When he pulled out the long deep drawers you could smell all the stuff, the Vienna rolls, the wheaten farls, the sausage rolls and the Florence cakes. There were other travelling shops which came to the house, Devlins on a Tuesday, and Sammy on a Friday. Brian couldn’t stick Sammy because he didn’t sell cigarettes ‘on principle’, whatever that meant. Their daddy said it was because he was Saved. Sammy was from Magherafelt. They could have had milk brought to the house every morning too, but they didn’t need it, because they had their own cows. Their daddy set some milk aside for them every morning before the creamery lorry came and collected the rest of it. There were a few other people who came to sell things, but you never knew when they would appear, and then you mightn’t see them again for months: the Betterware Brush man; a dark man with a turban, who sold clothes; and a man with a whole van full of hardware, who was always trying to persuade their mother to buy things like flower vases and tea sets. ‘I really don’t know what I would do with them,’ she would say. ‘I got all those things as wedding presents years ago, and some of them are sitting in the press to this day.’ The van smelt of lavender floor polish. The most their mother ever bought off the hardware man was a few yellow dusters and a bottle of Brasso.


‘Will you come over and see us later in the day?’ Uncle Brian said to the children as he got out of the car. ‘What about you, Miss Sally? Will you come over and see your cousins?’ Sally smiled, but didn’t say anything.


Aunt Lucy always took Johnny, Declan and Una to second Mass. While they were out, Granny changed out of her good clothes, and started cooking the dinner so that it would be ready for them when they got back, while Uncle Brian read the papers and kept an eye on the baby. Kate, Helen and Sally had their dinner later in the day, around five. When they went home on Sunday morning, they had a big meal of sausage and rashers and eggs and fried bread.


Kate and Helen went over to visit Uncle Brian and Auntie Lucy most Sundays, and this week Sally said that she would come too: usually she preferred to stay at home with her mother. In winter you could see Brian’s house clearly through the bare trees, but now it was almost summer, and so you could only see the roof. ‘Be careful of Sally crossing the foot-stick,’ their mother said as they set out across the fields, which was the quickest way to get there. The only problem was the foot-stick, a frail, narrow bridge their father had constructed across a ditch for them. He didn’t need the foot-stick: he could just step over the ditch, but they’d been warned not to try this. Kate didn’t like to think of what their mother would do to them if Sally slipped and fell into the mud below while they were supposed to be looking after her; and she was happier when they’d got past that point, and were on to Uncle Brian’s land.


Now Sally was spitting at something. ‘What is it, what’s wrong?’


‘I swallowed a midge,’ Sally said, ready to cry.


‘Well, that doesn’t matter, you can eat meat today, it’s not a Friday. Don’t be such a cry baby. Look, if you’re not good, me and Helen won’t take you with us the next time. We might even run away now and leave you here in the middle of the field.’


‘Shush, Kate,’ Helen said, taking Sally’s hand. ‘We aren’t going to leave you here. Look, we’re almost there now.’


Uncle Brian’s house was much nearer the lough than their own home. It stood a short distance from a curved bay, where there were yellow wild iris and the shiny green rushes Uncle Peter used to make St Brigid’s crosses every February. They pushed their way through the branches of the small trees that separated the bay from the fields they had just crossed, and stood in the wide lane for a moment to get their breath back.


Kate thought that even if you closed your eyes and tried your hardest, you couldn’t imagine a nicer house than Uncle Brian’s, with it’s two little windows sticking out of the roof and the porch and the shiny front door that was the colour of chocolate. Behind the house there were some twisted apple trees, and at the front there was a low wall which enclosed a straggling garden. Once there had been a lawn with flower-beds at the edges, but Uncle Brian had let everything just grow away to it’s heart’s content, so that the garden had almost swallowed itself up. It was better like that, Kate thought. Granny Kate’s two marmalade cats, with their hard green eyes and their whiskers like white wires, used to hide in the deep grass that took Sally to the waist. There were fruit bushes too, with squashy currants and hard, hairy gooseberries, glassy and green, that tasted bitter and made your mouth feel dry. They helped their cousins gather the fruit for Granny to make jam. A lazy rose had draped itself over the wall, and in summer it covered itself with fat yellow blossoms, and gave off a rich yellow scent. ‘It’s like drinking some kind of golden wine, just to smell that rose,’ Granny Kate used to say.


The front door was almost never opened, and the back door was seldom locked, so they went into the house through the scullery, and then went on into the kitchen. They didn’t bother to knock: nobody expected them to, for they were as free to come and go in this house as they were in their own home. If anything they were even more at liberty to do as they pleased here, for Uncle Brian and Aunt Lucy set less store by things like tidiness and good behaviour than their own parents did. The family was finishing dinner when the children went in. Granny Kate was cutting an apple pie, and they put out extra plates for Helen, Kate and Sally, and poured them mugs of hot, sweet tea. Uncle Peter had already moved over to a chair beside the stove, and Helen went over to sit beside him. Kate was more wary of him than Helen was, although she did like him. He never asked you how you were getting on at school, or wanted to test your multiplication tables or anything stupid like that. He talked to you in the same quiet way he talked to Uncle Brian or any other adult. As Kate ate her apple pie she listened in to what he was saying to Helen.


‘I seen an otter down by the canal the other night. Be sure and tell your daddy when you go home.’


‘What was it doing?’


‘Sitting in nice and quiet by the bank, but when it heard me, it slipped into the water and swum off. You wouldn’t think to look at it, the power that’s in it. The jaws on that boy, if he give you a nip, he’d take the finger clean off your hand. He could bite clean through a fish, bones and all, the same as you’d eat a bit of bread and jam, and not a bother on him.’


Friday night two weeks earlier, Helen and Kate had been lying in bed ready to sleep when they heard a shout in the distance.


‘That’s Uncle Peter,’ Kate said. Helen didn’t reply.


‘That’s Uncle Peter,’ Kate said again, as the voice came nearer.


‘I heard you the first time,’ Helen said. ‘Keep quiet and go to sleep.’


Now he was at the bottom of their lane, they could hear him rant and shout.


‘Daddy would never be like that.’ Kate heard Helen sit up in bed. ‘If you say one more word, Kate Quinn, I’m going to go to Mammy and tell her you won’t let me get to sleep.’ Kate could hear the tears in Helen’s voice. The shouts gradually died away. When Uncle Peter got home, he wouldn’t sleep in the house. There was a caravan out under the apple trees and Uncle Brian would take him there, and put him to bed. He’d stay there for days, maybe even weeks, and if they went to visit they wouldn’t see him, he wouldn’t come out until he was better. Kate felt uneasy playing in the orchard when she knew he was in the caravan. ‘What does he do in there?’ Kate asked Declan. ‘Sleeps. Drinks. Cries. Granny brings him out a bit of dinner, but he hardly ever eats anything.’ And then a day would come and you would go to the house and he would be back in sitting by the stove, lighting one cigarette off the other, quiet and shy as ever he was. Weeks and months might pass before he started to shout and had to go away again.


One day when Helen wasn’t around, Kate had asked Granny, ‘What’s wrong with Uncle Peter?’


‘Two things,’ she said. ‘He thinks too much, and then he drinks too much.’


‘Why?’ said Kate. She hadn’t understood what Granny meant. Granny laughed. ‘It would take a wiser woman than me to answer that.’


‘Well, I don’t like it,’ Kate said, and now it was Granny Kate who asked, ‘Why?’


‘I don’t know,’ Kate said. ‘It’s just scary to hear him shouting, or to see him not able to walk properly. It’s horrible.’


And when she said that, Granny had looked sad. She was quiet for a minute and then she told Kate to remember that a person might do bad things but that that didn’t mean they were a bad person, and that there was no badness in Uncle Peter. The way he was made her sad and the whole family too, but the person it hurt most of all was Uncle Peter himself. ‘You mustn’t be afraid of him. You should feel sorry for him.’


‘I do. I feel sorry for you too.’ And then Granny Kate laughed.


‘Oh, I’ll manage,’ she said, ‘I’ll survive.’


Uncle Peter didn’t have one special job that he did all the time, like Daddy or Uncle Brian. He worked on and off at different things, fishing, or clearing drains with a rented digger or cutting back the hedges or digging holes in the road. Sometimes he went on the dole and stayed at home. He helped Granny Kate mind the baby when Uncle Brian was off in the bread van and Aunt Lucy was in the cigarette factory; sometimes he’d be doing the washing up when you went in, or taking the laundry down off the clothes airer on the scullery ceiling. Their daddy and Uncle Brian also did housework now and then, because there had been no girls in the family, and Granny Kate had made them do things when they were children because she didn’t like housework herself. She didn’t much care if people thought it was odd. ‘If there’s an hour you could spend either reading a book or washing the floor, I know which I’d rather do,’ she said.


‘There’s a Shirley Temple film on the telly this afternoon,’ Una said to Kate. ‘The Good Ship Lollipop.’


‘Don’t tell me you want to be sitting in watching television on a nice day like this,’ Aunt Lucy said. ‘It’d be far better for you to be outside playing.’


‘Shirley Temple’s a pain, anyway,’ Johnny said, just to annoy Una, because he knew she liked her. Una was Kate’s friend as well as her cousin: they sat beside each other at school. Johnny was a year older than Helen, who was in the same class as Declan.


‘I could take you out in the boat,’ Uncle Peter said. ‘It’s a good calm day for it, but I don’t know that I’d have room for the lot of you.’ Sally wanted to stay at home with Granny, which pleased Helen. She always felt responsible for looking after Sally and Kate, and she would enjoy being out in the boat more if she didn’t have Sally to worry about. Una said that she would stay at home too, and watch the film, and Uncle Peter said that he could manage the four who still wanted to go with him.


The blue wooden boat was pulled up into the reeds. ‘Get you in first, Johnny and Declan, and one of youse can start bailing her,’ Uncle Peter said. The bailer was an old paint tin lying in about four inches of water at the bottom of the boat. Uncle Peter lifted Helen and Kate in, then pushed the boat hard and climbed in himself, as it slid out into the lough. Kate liked that moment, because it was frightening. She always thought for a split second that the boat was going to tip over or sink. The difference between standing firm on the shore one minute, and then feeling the boat tremble uncertainly beneath you the next was exciting. Within seconds, though, you got used to being on the water, as the boat steadied itself. Uncle Peter began to row with long, even strokes. There was a green scum of algae at the edge of the shore, but the water was clearer further out. The sky was bare and blue, but for a few high strands of fine clouds. Kate took off her cardigan, because of the sticky, prickly heat of the day, then turned in the boat to look back at Uncle Brian’s house. It was strange to see from an unfamiliar angle a place you knew so well, and she wasn’t quite sure that she liked it. When Helen said that you could see their own house too, she didn’t want to look at it.


‘Will you take us to one of the islands?’ Johnny said. ‘Ah, do,’ he went on, when Uncle Peter didn’t say ‘No’ straight off, and the others noticed this too, and joined in with the pleading. ‘It’s the breeding time,’ he said. ‘The chicks is hatching now, the birds’ll go wild if you go out there.’


But far from putting them off, this only made the islands more attractive. Uncle Peter shrugged. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘only youse are to behave and not stand on the nests or be frightened or anything.’


The islands were not far off the shore, in fact the alternative to landing on them and what Uncle Peter had intended when they set out would have been to row out past them, out of the bay. They were small islands, narrow and flat, with a few scrubby trees and bushes growing on them. As Uncle Peter directed the boat towards the largest of the islands, she saw why he had said they weren’t to be frightened, and hoped she would be able to stay brave, for the gulls heard the boat approaching and flew up in fear and anger, to protect the chicks. They strafed the boat the way she had seen a blackbird go for one of Granny Kate’s cats once, when the cat was sitting with it’s paws folded beside a fledgling that had fallen out of it’s nest. The blackbird had dive-bombed the cat again and again, coming within inches of it’s ears, and all the time making a racket that Granny Kate said would have raised the dead. Kate knew to look at Helen that she was frightened too, but Helen would be brave, even if Kate weakened and shrieked as the fat white birds dipped low and angry around them.


She shaded her eyes against the sun that flashed on the water, and looked up. Hundreds of gulls were flying around high above them. She’d seen this before, but from a distance, when her father would look out of the window and say, there must be someone out on the islands. She wondered if he would notice it today, and if he would ever guess who it was that was out there.


The boat juddered as it got into shallow water, and Uncle Peter told them to sit where they were until he had it properly beached and tied up. He lifted them out in turn, saying, ‘Mind what I said now, mind you don’t hurt anything.’


Kate had never imagined how careful they would have to be, for there were nests everywhere, crude, flat nests, she thought, not like the small, tight nest a songbird would make for itself with straw and mud and moss. The gulls’ nests were just flat upon the ground, and there were so many of them you had to be careful where you walked. Uncle Peter kept warning them, Johnny and Kate in particular, to go easy. Some of the eggs had already hatched, but the fluffy brown chicks didn’t interest her as much as the dark wet stunned-looking ones that weren’t long enough out of the egg to have dried out and found their feet. Strangest of all were the eggs that were only partly hatched, so that when you leaned low over them you could see a tiny hole, a crack, and you knew that the bird was working away inside to free itself. Kate wondered what it would be like to be in an egg: shut up in a tiny space barely bigger than yourself, knowing nothing but that you had to tap and tap and tap until you broke into the light and fell out, uncoiling yourself. She imagined darkness and heat in the egg, and was so lost in this thought that when Helen touched her arm, she jumped.


‘We won’t tell anybody about this, Kate, all right?’


‘We can tell Daddy, can’t we?’ she said.


‘Oh yes, it doesn’t matter if we tell Daddy,’ Helen replied. ‘I mean other people. People in school. We can tell them about the island, but I don’t want to tell them about the birds.’


‘All right,’ Kate said. She glanced over at Uncle Peter, who was leaning against a tree and smoking a cigarette. Soon he would lift them back into the boat and row them away from the island. The gulls would all fly back to their chicks. They’d take Sally back home across the fields and have their dinner: chicken, and then tinned peaches with the ice cream they’d got in McGovern’s on the way home from Mass. They’d get their school bags ready for the morning; and in the evening they’d have to go to bed early, so that they wouldn’t sleep in the next day. And some night again when she was lying in the dark, waiting to fall asleep, she would hear Uncle Peter shouting, out there in the night. She would make herself think of the day he’d taken them out to the island and showed them the gulls’ nests, and she’d try not to be frightened any more.
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