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  Chapter One




  ‘Mr Campion, don’t do this. Please don’t.’




  Eimear Rafter’s tone was beseeching, and it tore the guts out of Conor Campion. He hated what he was saying, deplored what he was doing. But he had gone through it all with Molly, over and over again, and they could find no alternative. Twisting his cap in his hands, he looked down at the floor, his shoulders hunched in defeat.




  ‘We wouldn’t do it, Mrs Rafter, if we had any choice in the matter. But things have gone from bad to worse this past two years, and we have the boys coming up . . . we just can’t afford it, ma’am, not all three of them.’




  Eimear shifted on her chair, uncomfortable that he should call her ma’am, a man twenty years older than herself. But no matter what he called her, he knew he could command no respect in this damning situation. Education was the key to the future, everyone knew that. To deprive your child of it was a desperate resort, an admission that you could not even get through today for the sake of all your tomorrows. Mr Campion might as well have commandeered the pulpit down in the church and announced to the entire community that he was now officially a pauper.




  Behind him, his daughter stood silently, hanging her head, her mass of fair hair hiding the eyes that were, Eimear guessed, filling with tears. Feeling the shame of the moment stamp itself on the girl like a seal on hot wax, she groped for some word of comfort.




  ‘But Mr Campion, education is free, you know you don’t have to pay to keep Aran at school. So if it’s just a question of the extras, of books, lunches, equipment, please don’t worry about those. We have . . . there are ways . . .’




  Mrs Kelly should be here to handle this, she thought, properly and diplomatically. She would get the man to accept help without making him feel belittled. But the principal had left the building unusually early today, and so Mr Campion had insisted on seeing Mrs Rafter, his daughter’s favourite teacher, instead. Having made up his mind, Eimear supposed, he could not be delayed or deflected, forced to come back tomorrow and deliver his painfully rehearsed speech at Mrs Kelly’s convenience.




  ‘No, Mrs Rafter. It’s not just those things. Aran already has her sisters’ books, clothes, everything. The fact is that we can’t afford to support her any longer. We need her to go out and find work, start bringing some money into the house.’




  There. He had said it, flat out. He had failed as a father. Burning with humiliation, he bowed his head before all three women: his wife, his daughter and the teacher who had always been adamant that Aran was the brightest pupil in Dunrathway school.




  In three weeks’ time, according to Mrs Rafter, Aran would acquit herself with great credit in her Intermediate exam, and when the results arrived she would have at least eight, maybe all nine honours. Aran was indeed very bright, and he was proud of her. But after that he couldn’t keep her. Times had changed since Val and Sher were at school, and there were Achill and Dursey still to be got through to the age of sixteen. Aran was sixteen now, and must leave school so that her brothers could stay on until the law permitted them, too, to start work.




  The girl understood that herself. She had seen those big foreign trawlers being towed into the harbour, time and time again, their crews laughing as the Irish coastguard impounded their nets and gear, tied them up to await the next sitting of the local court which would fine them some derisory sum already built into their budgets, and reluctantly release them to do it all over again. Far from repelling them, the new twelve-mile fishing limit imposed by the EEC merely attracted them, a joke and a challenge which proclaimed that Irish waters must hold something worth defending. The Spaniards and Russians were the worst offenders, blatantly encroaching well inside the limit, their floating factories scooping up more fish in an hour than the little native trawlers could catch in a week. The situation was a free-for-all, survival of the fittest, and Conor Campion recognised, as his daughter must, that he was far from the fittest.




  Looking at the man, Eimear remembered everything her mother had told her about him while teaching his two older daughters, and thought much the same thing. Conor Campion had never been a fighter. After thirty-five years he didn’t even skipper a boat, let alone own one, because his hard work had never been fired by ambition. He was modest and honest, but those were qualities his peers had lately come to regard as superfluous; feeling that the government had betrayed and failed to protect them, they had turned their minds to all manner of ingenious scams and schemes, outwitting Dublin and Brussels in any way they could. Conor was by no means the only one of them in financial difficulty, but he was the only one who stood here now, hopeless.




  Or was he merely the first?




  Beside him, his small tense wife stood clutching her handbag before her, in both hands as if it might defend her from Eimear’s ire. Eimear had met Molly often before, and thought her a joyless woman whose horizons coincided with her laundry line. Tight and thin, her face and voice proclaimed a mind pre-shrunk by the media and the Church, the twin forces which dictated her every thought. Not that Molly read much, to Eimear’s knowledge, but she listened to the neighbours and the wireless religiously, righteously, taking all her cues from the society which depended on precisely such impressionable women. As soon as ‘they’ said something was right or wrong, Molly said so too. Bird-like, she reminded Eimear of a fledgling swallowing premasticated food from its mother’s mouth.




  Even before poverty had begun to pinch and age her, Molly Campion had not been known to smile much, or laugh at all. Yet she worked hard, to augment her husband’s dwindling income, raising chickens and vegetables, knitting woollens for the co-op which sold them on to crafts shops which, in turn, sold them to tourists during the summer. Like Conor she was industrious, but she was certainly not garrulous. Eimear turned to her, feeling like a dentist pulling a painful tooth,




  ‘But Mrs Campion, what about your knitting? We’re just coming into the summer, won’t you make a little money then?’




  ‘I will. A little. Not enough to keep three growing children for the rest of the year.’




  ‘But if only Aran could stay on for another two years, and do her Leaving Certificate, she’d get a much better job than anything she might get with only her Intermediate Certificate. It’s an investment.’ Immediately, Molly fell back on what ‘they’ said.




  ‘They say the school certificates soon won’t be much use at all, Mrs Rafter. Aran can stay the few weeks till she does her Inter, but she won’t be coming back in September. Even if we could keep her on the extra two years, the Leaving will be worthless by then, it’ll be university degrees the employers will want. So where’s the point?’




  ‘But you kept the older two girls on until they were eighteen. They got both certificates.’




  ‘Aye. And where did that sorry struggle get us? Away to be married, the two of them, before they ever brought a penny into the house.’




  It was true. Val and Sher had never worked at anything other than finding husbands. But perhaps they might contribute something yet?




  ‘Well, Mrs Campion, they did get married, as you say. Val married a newsagent in Cork city and Sher, I believe, married quite a prosperous American. Couldn’t they help a bit now? It really wouldn’t take much, would it?’




  Eimear put as much wheedling encouragement into her voice as she could, attempting to inject some optimism into the woman’s dejected tone and Conor’s defeated stance. But he raised his blue eyes to her.




  ‘No, ma’am. It wouldn’t take much. But we wouldn’t ask them. It wouldn’t be fair, or right.’




  ‘But it’s not fair to take Aran out of school!’




  ‘We’re very sorry, ma’am. But Aran has got to get a job, as soon as possible. Will you tell Mrs Kelly for us, or do we need to put it in writing?’




  His tone was weary, his wife’s expression resigned. They had done all they could for their middle child, and Eimear might as well save her breath. As she looked at her, Eimear felt the girl pleading with her, imploring her not to prolong this ordeal. Clearly battle had already been done at home, and lost.




  ‘Very well, Mr Campion. If there’s nothing I can say to change your mind, then I’ll tell the principal for you. There’s no need to put it in writing. We’ll give Aran references when she starts looking for work, and all the help we can.’




  Thanking her, he nodded and shuffled away, taking his wife with him. As they left the room, Eimear could almost hear their daughter’s dreams crunching under their feet.




  At home that evening, Eimear informed Daniel that the school was about to lose its star pupil, and was not much consoled by his pragmatic response. But then Dan was usually pragmatic; it was one of the things that made their relationship balanced and even.




  ‘She’s their child, Eimear, not yours. If the law says she can leave in June, and they say she must then you’ll have to accept it.’




  ‘I can’t let her go, Dan, just like that! She deserves at least as much education as her sisters got – and more.’




  Teachers were not supposed to have favourites, so Eimear was careful to hide the affinity she had felt for Aran Campion since she had begun teaching her three years before. But there was little she hid from Dan, except when the cows were calving or the mares were foaling and he was exceptionally busy.




  ‘What does Mrs Kelly say?’




  ‘I haven’t had a chance to tell her yet. But she’ll go a few rounds with the parents before she’ll let them do it.’




  ‘I dare say she will. Aran reflects a lot of credit on her school. But if Conor and Molly need the money their daughter can earn, what can she say to them? The fishing really is bad, Eimear. You know it is.’




  ‘But there’s the dole, and the children’s allowance. Conor isn’t even the type to drink it.’




  ‘The children’s allowance might well be what’s behind this, though. Now that Aran is sixteen, Molly won’t be getting it any more.’




  ‘No – but as long as Conor has a child at school, he can claim tax relief for her.’




  ‘Tax relief on what? He isn’t earning anything! Or not enough, at any rate.’




  ‘Oh, Dan . . . how is it that some of the other fishermen are coping? Look at Joey Devlin, building that big house up on Fenner’s Hill, and Rowan Farmer driving an Audi. A brand new one.’




  ‘Rowan and Joey are very different to Conor. They’re clever enough to take evasive action when times are bad, and speculate when times are good. Clever enough to go after every loan, grant and subsidy they can get, and then find ways to repay slowly if at all. Whereas Conor Campion wouldn’t know an opportunity if it leaped up and bit him. He has no imagination and no drive.’




  No. Yet his daughter had both, and a cheerful spirit besides. Her two younger brothers wanted only to be fishermen like their father, yet her future was to be sacrificed so that their education could continue. Well, they were too young to be taken out of school, of course, at twelve and fourteen years of age. But neither Achill nor Dursey had a shred of their sister’s intelligence.




  ‘Conor had drive once, Dan. He stood up to the priest and insisted on having all his children baptised with those ludicrous names.’




  Dan smiled as he thought of it: Valentia, Sherkin, Aran, Achill and Dursey, each one called after an island. When the priest had pointed out that children were supposed to be named after saints, not islands, Conor had retorted that in that case he wouldn’t let them be christened at all. They could become Moonies or Holy Rollers or whatever they liked. Shocked, Father Carroll had acquiesced; but it was a good thing that Conor’s pursuit of propagation had flagged after Dursey was born, because he was running out of islands. Had there been any more children, they might well have been called Whiddy, Blasket or Spike.




  As Eimear said, the names had been Conor’s one rebellious gesture in an otherwise meek, watery lifetime, and Dan began to share his wife’s irritation. To put so much energy into such a pointless crusade, and so little into what was important! But the sea had eroded the man over the years, engulfing and quenching whatever spark might once have existed.




  ‘Maybe Aran has a perverse streak too, Eimear. Perhaps she’ll go to night school and get ahead in spite of everything.’




  ‘The nearest night classes are nearly thirty miles away, Dan, and the Campions don’t have a car, much less a driving licence between them. I’d give her private tuition myself, but history and English alone aren’t enough. Some of us here in Dunrathway – the other teachers, I mean – have discussed starting night classes locally. But not everyone is willing to do it for free. In fact I’m the only one.’




  That was predictable, Dan supposed, and reasonable; the other teachers had children of their own to support, busy homes to run in the evenings. There was no call for Eimear to bang those plates away in their cupboards so loudly.




  ‘Look, Eimear, you’re going to have to face facts. You’ve got thirty-six years of teaching ahead of you before you collect the gold watch. During that time you’ll see many bright students going off to pump petrol or wait tables. You must learn not to take it so personally.’




  ‘I’ll take it any way I like. They’re my responsibility. It made me so angry today, to see Conor standing there so – so humble, at his age. I’d have screamed at him, if it hadn’t all been so pitiful. And the mother, with her mind as narrow as her mouth, and poor Aran looking ready to cry.’




  ‘It’s not their fault. They’ve done their best and they can’t help it if that’s not enough.’




  ‘Oh . . . I suppose you’re right. At least they’re not fraudsters or debtors, like some of those people who call you out to deliver a litter of piglets in the middle of the night and then take six or ten months to pay you.’




  ‘Farming can be just as hard as fishing, Eimear. You grew up here and it was you who chose to settle here after we graduated. You should know that.’




  And you would know it, he thought, if we had children to feed and clothe ourselves. Perhaps a time will come when we’ll be up to our ears in bills and nappies like everybody else, too busy to worry about other parents’ problems.




  Perhaps.




  Putting down his newspaper, Dan got up and went to his wife, noticing how the setting sun brought out the dark sheen of her hair, the lustre of her warm, troubled brown eyes.




  ‘Term is nearly over, love. When the summer comes I want you to promise me you’ll stop worrying about Aran Campion, and relax. Will we take the car and tent to France, go camping again? Would you like that?’




  Briefly, she smiled at him, but then turned away again, looking out the window across the garden to where Sammy their spaniel was chasing butterflies. Sammy had been a gift from a farmer, in lieu of payment as it turned out, and the man had said the little dog was a good luck token to the newlyweds, whose children would be wanting a pup to play with. Sammy was five years old now, but he still had no playmates.




  ‘I will relax, Dan. But I won’t go anywhere until I’ve thought what’s to be done about Aran.’




  Silently he put his arm around her waist, and looked with her out over the sloping fields to the sea. On the horizon, the home-coming trawlers were black silhouettes, gliding into harbour on water calm and golden as buttermilk, the holds of the luckier ones half filled with fish.




  With a mixture of relief and nervousness, Aran Campion made her way down the corridor to the staff room where, she had been told, Mrs Rafter wished to see her. As soon as she knocked on the door it opened, but rather than asking her in Mrs Rafter came out, wearing a duffle coat and a scarf around her neck.




  ‘Go get your jacket, Aran, and let’s have our sandwiches down on the beach.’




  Surprised, Aran fetched her jacket and the waxed paper packet of sandwiches which looked so clumsy compared to Mrs Rafter’s neat plastic box. Not that the jacket was much better, but at least it fitted, Val having been of the same slight build and medium height as herself. Feeling it would be impolite to open the conversation, and incapable of raising the emotional subject of her terminated schooling anyway, Aran said nothing as they walked across the yard, out through the gates and down the sandy lane that led onto the long white beach.




  Were her eyes red? Could Mrs Rafter tell that she had been awake all night, sobbing into her pillow, listening to the muffled voices of her parents assuring themselves that they had done the right thing, taken the only course? But at least Val or Sher had not been there to make fun of her, tease her for a boring little bookworm; nowadays she had the bed and the whole bedroom to herself. But then, even if Mrs Rafter could tell, she wouldn’t make fun of something so terrible. Even though Mrs Rafter was so much older than her, she sometimes seemed more like a sister than Val or Sher ever had.




  Reaching a large rock after quite a walk that took them well out of sight of the school, Eimear sat down on it and motioned to Aran to do the same.




  ‘Do you like cheese, Aran? Have a cheese sandwich?’




  Eimear held out the box and Aran gazed into it: four large sandwiches, for one person! Made with some kind of bread she had not seen before, lavishly filled with a kind of cheese that did not look at all like the kind that came in cellophane, from the shop. Unable to resist, she lifted one out, and shyly offered her own package in return.




  ‘Mine are lettuce and tomato. We have lots, at home.’




  In fact this produce was meagre enough, but it made a vital difference to the Campion diet. At this time of year lunch rarely consisted of anything else, but Mrs Rafter was not to know that. In winter, it would have been worse: she would have had to offer her a fish sandwich, when the entire village was sick to death of the stuff. Yet somebody must like fish, because the iced crates of it went away in lorries to Dublin, some even went on as far as London, by ferry. And a Frenchman had moved into Dunrathway recently, to farm the oysters and mussels for which he claimed there was growing demand on the continent. That was the good side of the EEC, it had done away with export restrictions, even if it had also brought big ships which ransacked and polluted the clear waters in which the harvest grew. A simple question, her father said, of harmony and balance. Only it was not turning out to be simple at all.




  Putting down her lunchbox, Eimear accepted the swop with a smile, wondering why so many people, evidently including Molly Campion, preferred the factory-made, ready-sliced bread to the nutty nutritious kind they could bake themselves. Her neighbour Annie McGowan did bake it, and made wonderful cheeses as well, but her attempts to market the two commodities locally had met with indifference. People only wanted what they saw advertised on television, shiny snazzy wrappers that often disguised bland industrial contents.




  ‘Mm. Delicious.’




  At least this lettuce was fresh and homegrown, but if Molly had heard that chemical pesticides were good for her vegetables then that, Eimear realised, was what she was eating. Forcing herself to take another bite, she studied Aran, wondering where such a mother could have got such a daughter. In the May sunshine the girl’s fair curls gleamed like silver, her skin pale and smooth as ivory, tinted only by natural colour. The wind and sea roughened most complexions in these parts, but they had as yet given her only a rosy glow. Where her parents were husked and bent she was supple and lush, her grey eyes clear and innocent. Small white teeth nibbled busily at the food she ate, and Eimear saw that she was hungry. Well, that was normal; all the children always were, even Joey Devlin’s and Rowan Farmer’s.




  Childhood ended quickly in this village, as in most rural villages, there were few teenage boys who did not already help their fathers on the boats, few girls who got beyond twelve or thirteen without having raised a clatter of siblings. And of course they had all seen lambs and calves being born, knew about the mating ritual which, therefore, their parents felt little need to explain in human terms. For most, life simply happened to them as dictated by nature; but for Aran Eimear was determined to find a less brutal fate.




  ‘So, Aran. We’re going to lose you.’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Rafter. Thanks for not making a scene with Mam and Dad yesterday. It was hard enough for them.’




  ‘You’re not angry with them, then? Even though they won’t ask Val or Sher for help?’




  ‘No. I’m not. Sher’s in America, she’d worry herself sick if she knew how bad things were, and Mam says she mustn’t be worried when she’s pregnant. Val would . . . Val wouldn’t . . . well, she doesn’t come here very often.’




  No. She didn’t. Eimear had heard all about Val Campion’s attitude to Dunrathway, now that she had escaped to Cork and left the smell of fish well behind. The fish that had put her through school until she was eighteen, old enough to marry her newsagent and, rumour had it, serve him with steak four times a week. Cork and Dunrathway were little more than an hour apart, but Val preferred the members of her family to visit her in the city rather than go out to them. That way she only had to see them one at a time, because the whole family never had bus fare all together, and so it was Molly who usually made the pilgrimage to the hallowed shrine of prosperity, where Val would meet her at the terminus in her little white Mini. And how Molly loved that! Even if her own neighbours never got to see the Mini, Val’s did.




  ‘Is there anything I can do, Aran?’




  ‘Oh, no, Mrs Rafter!’ Aran looked alarmed. ‘Mam and Dad wouldn’t hear of it! I’ll be all right, really!’




  ‘What will you do?’




  ‘I’ll – I’ll try the hotel. It’ll be busy for the summer, they’ll be looking for staff.’




  Dismally Eimear thought of the hotel, an ugly concrete affair built in the sixties by a developer who had misunderstood what tourists were looking for in Ireland. It had turned out that this was the very type of architecture they were seeking to escape in their own countries, and the hotel had been sold twice since, its paint scruffy now, its manager surly and discouraged.




  Even if he took Aran on, the girl could not be allowed to begin her young life anywhere so hideous, so hatefully dispiriting.




  ‘Tell me, Aran, what would you really like to do? If you could choose?’




  Aran finished her cheese sandwich and took a first bite out of the one that remained in the paper wrapper. It did not taste nearly so good, but her face radiated enthusiasm as if she had stumbled on something delicious.




  ‘I’d like to get an honours Leaving Cert, and then go to college. Business college.’




  Business? Eimear was taken aback. Certainly, the girl’s grades were equal to it, but what about the poetry she wrote, the oboe she played so sweetly in Mr Lavery’s music class?




  ‘Well – that’s a surprise! I thought I had a young Keats on my hands, and Mr Lavery thought he had a young Mozart on his.’




  ‘Oh, I love poetry, Mrs Rafter, you know I do. But people only laugh at it, it’s not much use for anything. And even if I weren’t leaving school I couldn’t keep on asking Mr Lavery to lend me the oboe to practise at home, when it’s meant to be shared between everyone. Lucy Reilly plays it much better than I do, and her Mam doesn’t – doesn’t say what mine does.’




  ‘What does yours say?’




  ‘That music gives her a headache, especially when it’s me who’s playing, and that it’s not a proper subject like maths or geography, it doesn’t get you anywhere.’




  ‘Look where it got Beethoven, and the Beatles.’




  ‘Oh, yes! If I thought I had talent like theirs . . . but I haven’t, Mrs Rafter. I can play pretty well, and I can make words sound musical on paper, but I can’t hear music in my head. Not real music. The best I could ever do is sing or play somebody else’s, and I don’t want that. I want something of my own.’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘Something that – that doesn’t depend on the weather, like fishing! Something I could control.’




  ‘Some kind of business, then? At a desk, in an office?’




  ‘Yes.’




  Surprised by such pragmatism, which sounded almost as worldly-wise as Dan’s, Eimear leaned back on the rock to consider the student who, she always thought, had such a much more romantic streak. Her essays were wildly imaginative . . . but then, was it just her own lack of imagination, that found the concept of business so dull? After all, many people found commerce very challenging, and money altogether fascinating. Some of them might even say that teaching was far less interesting, repeating the same things year in and year out, that it would drive them round the bend. Personally she loved all the children with their lively, funny ways, even the slow ones who always seemed to compensate with such charm or earnest effort. But much of the curriculum they studied was dry and dated, yes, even redundant in 1975.




  ‘What about marriage, like your sisters? Does a husband come into the picture, or are you going to get to be a corporate magnate all by yourself?’




  Aran smiled mischievously.




  ‘If I could find a nice husband like yours, I’d marry him. But not till after I’d got my career going.’




  ‘Well, Aran, that’s not always so easy to control. You can decide who you don’t want to marry, but only fate can send someone you do.’




  ‘It sent you Mr Rafter. He’s lovely. All the girls think so.’




  ‘Do they now? Aren’t they the grand bunch of little gossips.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry – I only meant—’




  Eimear laughed.




  ‘Never mind, Aran, I’ll take it as a compliment. Daniel is a good, kind man and it was a very lucky day I met him.’




  ‘Definitely. Was it love at first sight?’




  Aran gasped at her own audacity. Mrs Rafter was still her teacher! How could she have said such a nosy, cheeky thing? But Eimear only laughed again.




  ‘Well, not the very moment I saw him. But the moment he opened his mouth and we got talking, I knew he was the right man for me.’




  Just in time Aran grabbed back the next question that sprang to mind: everyone knows you don’t have any children, Mrs Rafter, and why is that? We all like you easily the best of our teachers, and we reckon you’d make a great mother. Your classes are strict and hard work, but they’re fun too, and you’re always so kind when anyone is in trouble, like I am now.




  And I’ll be in a lot more, if I ask another word about your private life that’s none of my business.




  ‘Well, I hope I’ll know the right man for me, when he opens his mouth.’




  ‘And then what? Children, I suppose?’




  ‘Oh, no.’




  ‘No?’




  ‘No thanks. I mean – not all women want them, Mrs Rafter, or have to have them. My own Mam often says little Dursey was a big mistake, that she should have got a cat instead. Cheaper to run, she says.’




  ‘But Aran, you can’t put money first when it comes to children.’




  ‘But look where the lack of it has got me.’




  ‘Oh, Aran! If your parents had thought about it, you probably wouldn’t have existed at all.’




  ‘Maybe not. But since I do, I’m going to make my own money somehow, and keep them in comfort when they’re old. I’ll be too busy for children. I’ll have a nice husband and a career instead, like you, with no hungry mouths to feed.’




  And what can I say, Eimear wondered, to that? Where she’s coming from, it’s no wonder she wants to go where she does. She’s only sixteen, and has no idea of the turns life can take – or not take, sometimes. She has no idea what children can mean to a woman, or to a marriage. She doesn’t know how Dan and I – nor is it my place to tell her, or dampen her ambition, her wonderful energy. Ten years ago, I might have said exactly what she’s saying now.




  ‘Well then, Aran, we’d better get you started, hadn’t we?’




  ‘We?’




  ‘Yes, of course, the two of us. I’m not going to let my best student wander out into the world all by herself. If I can’t get you through to college, then at least I can help you find a job that might teach you something about business.’




  ‘God, would you really, Mrs Rafter?’




  ‘I would and I will. For the moment, I don’t want you to think about what it might be, because for one thing I don’t know yet myself, and for another you have your exams coming up. Concentrate on those, and I promise you I’ll have something by the time they’re over.’




  ‘Oh, Mrs Rafter . . . if you really could, I’d never be able to thank you enough. You couldn’t be nicer to me if – if you were my own mother!’




  Now, Eimear thought there’s a compliment.




  Conor Campion paused, a hunk of bread halfway to his mouth, and put it down again. At the other side of the kitchen table, his daughter sat fresh and neat in her blue pullover and grey skirt, eating her porridge with one hand while the other turned the pages of a book. It was the morning of her first exam and she was, he supposed, cramming some last-minute information into her head.




  ‘Child.’




  Reciting something in a low murmur, she did not hear him, her expression so absorbed she might have been on the other side of the world. He didn’t want to distract her, but he must say it.




  ‘Child.’




  She looked up.




  ‘Yes, Dad?’




  ‘Good luck. Do the best you can, and you’ll do well.’




  ‘I will, Dad. Thanks.’




  Her gaze fell back on the page, leaving Conor irresolute. He was a man of few words. But he wanted to find some now. The right ones.




  ‘You know – you know we’d let you stay, don’t you? If there was any way?’




  ‘Yes, I do. But you’re not to feel bad, Dad. It can’t be helped.’




  She smiled at him, with no trace of anger or bitterness, not even the sorrow that had shadowed her these many past days.




  ‘You’re a good girl, Aran. You’ll find work you like, and new friends.’




  ‘Yes I will. Mrs Rafter is going to ask around for me. She knows all sorts of people.’




  ‘Aye. Work can be hard, Aran, but it’s an honourable thing.’




  ‘I know, Dad. You work hard for us and that’s already got us further than you ever got, or Mam.’




  He had left school at thirteen, as had his wife, in the days when the law did not meddle in such things. ‘Honourable’ was one of the longest words he knew.




  ‘Do you remember the day we went to Dungarvan?’




  It lay sunk deep in her memory like rusty gold. She had been only nine at the time, but she would never forget that day, the day Conor had got hold of a boat to call his own from dawn to sunset, and taken the whole family out in it. Turning east out of the harbour, they had set course on the long voyage filled with sunshine and sights she had never seen before or since, places she could remember to this day: Roscarberry, Courtmacsherry, Kinsale, Ballycotton and Youghal, each one different but somehow linked to the next, where distant figures had gone about their business on foot or on bicycles, sometimes waving at the boat when it came in close to shore, receding again as the boat pulled away. Now, Conor seemed to be narrowing the horizons he had opened up to her, but she would push them back again. Some day, she would see more of her country. Maybe even some of the others, too, that made up this European Community she lived in. Mr and Mrs Rafter had been as far as France.




  Only as she thought of that trip to Dungarvan did she realise what it must have cost her father to take a whole day off work and pay for the fuel that had powered the chugging boat.




  ‘I remember it Dad. I’ll always remember it, and someday I’ll take you somewhere you’ll never forget. When I have money I’ll take you somewhere – somewhere special!’




  Special? Neither he nor Molly had ever been anywhere, unless you counted Cork, to see Val. Aran might get further than that, he hoped – but hardly much further, the way things were going. Yet he was touched by her impetuosity, the way she said, ‘when I have money’, as if the mere saying of it would make it happen. Everyone else in this house said ‘if’, not ‘when’.




  ‘Money’s a grand thing, Aran. But you have to be careful of it, too.’




  ‘What do you mean, Dad?’




  ‘It can buy an awful lot of nice things. But the problem is that people get attached to those things. They get one, and then they want another. And another.’




  ‘What’s wrong with that? There are lots of things we need.’




  ‘Aye. But there comes a time when some people can’t tell the difference between what they need and what they only want.’




  ‘Well, there are lots of things I want.’




  She said it innocently, and he knew she didn’t mean to wound him. Of course there were, and some of the other young girls already had some of them – a pretty dress, a new coat, a pair of shoes for the dances on Saturday nights. He wished he could get them for her, but if he couldn’t, then maybe he could give her something else instead. Inarticulate, he sought to express it.




  ‘Do you know what the very best thing is, child? The best thing money can buy?’




  ‘No. What?’




  ‘Freedom.’




  ‘Freedom from what?’




  ‘From cold and hunger, from the wind and the rain, but above all from doing anything you don’t want to do, for people you don’t want to do it for.’




  What did he mean? That he didn’t like the fishing, or Paddy Clafferty who owned the boat?




  ‘But you like what you do, Dad, don’t you?’




  ‘Aye. But I don’t like it as much as I used to, getting up at all hours to go out in all weathers, with no say in anything and no notion what’ll happen when I get old. If I had my own boat, I’d be able to decide things, and plan them. And that’s the difference, child. When you have something of your own, you’re in charge. Even if you save all your money in the bank, people know you have it, they respect you and treat you different. They know you can tell them to go to hell any time you like.’




  Control? Was that what he meant? Control and choice, the two things she wanted herself? But he couldn’t have gone after them, or he’d have got them. He was a quiet gentle soul, and she loved him dearly. But she was going to go after them, and get them.




  ‘I’ll buy you a boat, Dad, before you get old. And do you know what?’




  He smiled. ‘What?’




  ‘It won’t be a trawler. It’ll be the kind you can take people out in – tourists, during the summer. You can take them out round the coast the way you took us when we were little, and show them where to fish for shark. Then you’ll earn enough to keep you right through the winter.’




  Tourists? Well, there were a few, and they did occasionally ask about shark. But after a day or two in Dunrathway they usually drifted away, and you couldn’t blame them, when it was only a plain working village, with that bleak hotel they didn’t like. It would never get enough of them that you could make the kind of living Aran said. She was talking nonsense. But maybe for once he shouldn’t discourage her. She’d been discouraged enough already, and he was tired of feeling that way himself. Besides, she’d soon be fully grown, learning reality the hard way, forgetting these childish daydreams.




  He looked at her eager eyes, and she looked at the net of lines around his, the dams in his sweater, the patches on the elbows. On the chair where Sher used to sit, his oilskins lay in a heap.




  ‘We’d better get moving, Dad. You’ve got work and I’ve got school.’




  ‘I wish you’d got a lot more of it, lass.’




  ‘Well, stop wishing. If I need more I’ll get more, one way or another, and then I’ll get us both what we want.’




  ‘What do we want?’




  ‘What you just said. Freedom.’




  Such resolve was beyond him. Getting up, he pulled on his oilskin jacket, folded the trousers over one arm and put the other around her shoulder.




  ‘You’ll forgive us, then? Your Mam and me, for putting you out to work?’




  ‘There’s nothing to forgive. Don’t think about it any more.’




  He thought about it all the way down to the harbour. His daughter’s attitude should make him feel much better. But somehow it made him feel worse.




  Dunrathway’s community school was new, a great improvement on the draughty old building in which Eimear’s mother Hannah had taught a whole generation of students. That one had been run by nuns, exclusively for girls, but this one took boys also, albeit in a separate building on the same land. Often the sexes mixed, for sports or drama, and while the girls were taught carpentry and basic electrical work, the boys learned to cook and sew. That was unusual, but as adults each would have to cope without the skills of the other while the men were away at sea.




  The two nuns on the board of management had been quite agreeable to the idea of their girls learning traditionally male skills, outvoting Father Carroll who wasn’t nearly so keen on letting his boys make omelettes and repair their own clothes. But he had been mollified when he realised he was going to get his way on another matter – namely, discipline. Appalled by what he heard of some of the big secular schools in Cork and Dublin, where pupils ran amok and made their teachers’ lives a nightmare, he had resolved to set a certain tough tone come hell or high water – which would come, if he didn’t set it. Surprisingly the staff had sided with him, and the result was an orderly establishment which functioned crisply and efficiently.




  Eimear enjoyed her work there, and knew that today’s ill humour had nothing to do with the children, who were sitting in total silence before her, completing the last of their exam papers with an air of great concentration. When they finished, they would jump up whooping with glee and rush out into the ten weeks of summer that awaited them. With equal if less noisy pleasure, the teachers would lock their rooms and enjoy a final chat about holidays to be taken, gardens to be dug, projects to be completed.




  But her own two projects were getting nowhere.




  After casting about for three weeks, she still had not found anything for Aran Campion, anybody who needed a young girl’s labour. And she had a cramp in her stomach – the low dull ache that told her she had failed, yet again, to conceive.




  The bell rang, and a minor riot broke out. Returning her attention to her duties, she gathered up the papers, assured everyone that they would pass in a blaze of glory and made her way quickly out of the room before Aran’s hopeful gaze could fall upon her. Tomorrow, when she was in a better mood, she would go round to the Campion home, apologise and say something that would keep their morale up. Since Aran had told her parents that Mrs Rafter was going to help her find a job they had come not only to believe it but expect it, and twice already Molly had accosted her in the street, almost accusingly, to know whether there was any news.




  Oh, blast Molly. Eimear decided to slip home, feed Sammy and then go have a cup of tea with her own mother. Hannah’s house was high up on Fenner’s Hill, with its nose in the air some people said, but she always found it welcoming and soothing. Recovering from an attack of shingles, Hannah would be at home, and probably even more glad to see her than usual.




  When she arrived, Hannah was glad, but also preoccupied.




  ‘Come in, dear, and meet Mr Allen.’




  Mr Allen, whoever he was, sat ensconsed in an armchair, looking rather as if he owned it. But he stood up as Eimear entered the room, offering the kind of hearty handshake that bespoke a salesman. On a table, empty teacups testified that he had been here for some time, and Eimear noticed that the top of Hannah’s bureau was down, littered with papers.




  He must be selling something. Life insurance? Double glazing? But Hannah didn’t need the former, and already had the latter.




  ‘Mr Allen is a solicitor, dear. I’ve been tidying up my affairs, and found I needed some help.’




  ‘Oh, Mother! You’ve only had shingles! You’re almost perfectly well again.’




  ‘Yes, of course I am. But I am sixty-eight, you know.’




  Eimear sighed. Hannah’s mother, her grandmother, had died at an age vanity had never permitted her to disclose, but which was reckoned to be ninety-six or -seven. Longevity ran in the family – but then, so did this fussy need to organise things, keep everything straight at the corners. No wonder teaching ran in it too. Tactfully, Eimear didn’t enquire about the affairs, which would leave everything to her automatically, as Hannah’s only child.




  Anyway, it appeared that the business was concluded. With something of an effort, she resigned herself to making small talk with Mr Allen. His practice was in Leemanway, he said, and she wondered that Hannah hadn’t found somebody nearer. Leemanway was twenty miles inland. What was wrong with Harry Sigerson, the tall chimney of whose house could be seen here from this very window? Too close to home, she supposed. Hannah wouldn’t want everyone to know her business, not even Harry who was discreet as the grave.




  For some time they chatted, and with irritation she found that Mr Allen showed no inclination to leave. Settled and cosy in his armchair, he talked about anything and everything until, belatedly and reluctantly, he turned the conversation away from himself.




  ‘Mrs Lowry tells me you’re a teacher, Mrs Rafter? Like mother like daughter, eh?’




  ‘Yes. I started just before she retired. I work at the community school.’




  ‘Oh yes? I’ve heard of it. A fine school, by all accounts.’




  ‘It is. We have some fine students.’




  Hannah turned to her.




  ‘What about the Campion girl, Eimear? Have you got anything for her, yet?’




  ‘No, Mother. I’m afraid nobody seems to have any use for her, smart as she is. It looks as if Aran is going to end up washing dishes at the hotel after all.’




  ‘Who’s Aran?’ Mr Allen looked as if he couldn’t bear to let the conversation go off anywhere without him.




  ‘She’s one of my students. Sixteen, looking for a job.’




  Eimear’s tone indicated that that was all she was going to tell him, but he leaned forward, unctuously.




  ‘Is she any use?’




  ‘She’s very clever, if that’s what you mean.’




  ‘But not too clever? That she’d be bored with a bit of filing work, typing, that kind of thing?’




  It dawned on Eimear that Aran couldn’t even type. Also that this man seemed to be suggesting something. She should be pleased to hear it, but somehow she wasn’t; he didn’t appeal to her at all. However, beggars couldn’t be choosers. She’d better find out what it was.




  ‘She can’t type, but she would learn quickly. Why do you ask? Do you have a vacancy?’




  ‘No. I don’t. But I heard Philip Miller over in Ferleague saying that he has one. I’m sure he’d be delighted to get someone from Dunrathway school, with the reputation it has. No nonsense at that school, eh?’




  Eimear hesitated.




  ‘No. None. Tell me, Mr Allen, who is Philip Miller?’




  ‘He’s the solicitor in Ferleague. I don’t know him very well, but we meet now and then on the court circuit.’




  ‘What kind of person is he?’




  Mr Allen blinked. Surely an interview was for Philip to conduct, not this woman to whom he was only offering a little favour in return for her mother’s business – and maybe her own, if she ever had any legal documents needed drawing up?




  ‘Why he’s a grand chap, Mrs Rafter, you couldn’t meet nicer. He does a lot of conveyancing, and his son has just joined him in the practice. It’s expanding a bit, and they need an office junior.’




  Ferleague. It was a small town, fifteen miles north east of Dunrathway. But there was a bus that went through it every morning, en route to Dublin. And a solicitor’s office – well, it was not a commercial venture, in the strict sense of the word, but it would teach Aran something about the way other people handled their businesses, and maybe a bit about law as well. It was a start.




  She bestowed a smile on Mr Allen.




  ‘Would you have a word with him, then, perhaps? Or if you’d give me the number, I could telephone and say that you’d referred me?’




  ‘Certainly.’




  There and then, Mr Allen extracted his diary from his leather briefcase, flipped it open and handed Eimear a pen and pad.




  ‘Here we are. Philip Miller, 24 Main Street, the number is . . .’




  ‘Thank you very much, Mr Allen. That’s very kind of you.’




  ‘You’re welcome. If you’d care to call him, say, this day next week, I’ll have a word with him in the meantime.’




  ‘He won’t regret it, you can tell him. Aran’s very obedient and industrious, she comes from an honest family and she’s most anxious to learn. If he’s agreeable to meet her, I’ll take her over there myself.’




  ‘Good, good. And now, ladies, I’d better be on my way.’




  Court experience had taught Thomas Allen the advantage of quitting while he was ahead. Mrs Lowry’s daughter hadn’t seemed very well disposed to him when she arrived, but she was now. And might be again, in the future.




  Philip Miller couldn’t believe his luck. Without even the expense of putting an advertisement in the local newspaper, or the bother of putting one in shop windows, this dazzling blonde creature had fallen into his lap. In fact his lap was the very place for her. But the girl’s chaperone sat watchful and attentive in the room with them and, feeling that he was being sized up, Philip adopted a tone at once businesslike and paternal.




  ‘Nine honours?’




  ‘Yes, Mr Miller.’




  ‘But no typing?’




  ‘No, but I’d learn in a week, you could put me on trial.’




  ‘Yes, solicitors often put people on trial, hah hah!’




  The girl’s dutiful laugh was delightful, and her lack of experience was a bonus. He wouldn’t have to pay her quite so much until she proved her worth.




  ‘Fifteen pounds a week? That suit?’




  Aran glanced uncertainly at Mrs Rafter. She had no idea what the going rate was, or what she was worth. But Eimear did.




  ‘For a month – then up to seventeen, when she can type?’




  ‘Sixteen.’




  He’d go the seventeen, if he had to. The girl was bright as a button, and would be a splendid advertisement for him. But he mustn’t look too eager.




  ‘Very well. Sixteen. With a bonus at Christmas.’




  ‘Done.’




  Eimear smiled, glad she hadn’t forced his hand, or let him see she’d have settled for fifteen if need be. The Campions’ need was urgent, and Aran’s anxiety obvious. Not that she would have let her take this job if there had been anything she could find fault with; but she had made enquiries, and been informed that Mr Miller was a perfectly respectable man, long established and long married. His office was clean and pleasant, the bus stopped right outside it, everything was really quite ideal. Standing up, she shook his hand, and Aran followed her example.




  ‘Nine o’clock on Monday, then, young lady. Don’t be late.’




  Mr Miller escorted them to the door and, once it was safely shut between them, both parties laughed aloud.




  ‘Oh, Mrs Rafter, you were great! I’d never have dared ask for the extra money!’




  ‘Not this time, perhaps. But in future you must. You’ll soon learn what value to put on yourself, and fight for it. This time next year, tell him you want twenty pounds, and he’ll give you eighteen.’




  ‘Right. I will, if you say so.’




  ‘Good. Now, let’s go shopping.’




  ‘Shopping? Oh – but I haven’t any money.’




  Aran flushed as she said it, realising that Mrs Rafter must want to buy something for her husband or for herself. If she’d only kept her mouth shut, she’d have got through the day without having to make the confession.




  ‘Never mind. Come on. You can’t start work in the clothes you wore to school.’




  Oh, Lord. Aran supposed that she couldn’t.




  ‘What’ll I do? Would he mind if I wore them just for a week, until I get my first pay packet?’




  Pay packet! Didn’t it sound grown-up, and wonderful!




  ‘Probably not, but you did so well at that interview, I’m going to give you a little reward.’




  Stammering and protesting, Aran found herself taken firmly by the arm, marched into Ferleague’s large drapery shop and propelled in front of a rack of dresses.




  ‘Let’s see . . . the lilac one, with the white collar. Do you like it?’




  ‘Oh yes, but—’




  ‘Try it on.’




  Ninety minutes later, Aran found herself sitting at a table with a real linen tablecloth and flowers on it, a menu in her hands, her head spinning. Lunch! In a restaurant!




  On one side of her, Mrs Rafter sat calmly reading another menu, and on the other a pile of packages sat as if under a Christmas tree in a fairytale. A dress, a pair of shoes with heels an inch high, six pairs of tights, and a tube of pink lipstick. It was unimaginable. And what would Mam say, when she saw the blouse for her, what would Achill and Dursey say, when they saw the huge box of sweets for them?




  If she lived to be a hundred, she could never thank Mrs Rafter enough. Also, if she lived to be a hundred, she could not order a starter, a main course and a dessert from this menu. What was consommé? What was curry? What in God’s name was baked Alaska?




  Sole. She knew what that was, and she knew from French class that bonne femme meant good woman, even if she didn’t know what good women had to do with sole. When the waitress came, she would order that. It was petrifyingly expensive, but so was everything else that this good woman seemed determined to give her.




  Eimear looked up.




  ‘Why don’t you by the beef Wellington, Aran? I sometimes make it at home myself, it’s delicious.’




  And so Aran had beef for the first time in two months, discovered what baked Alaska was, and cleared both plates. But over and again her mind returned to the sole: one pound and fifty pence, for one piece! She was sure Paddy Clafferty didn’t get that for a whole crate of it.




  What did Paddy get, exactly, and how much of it found its way into Dad’s pocket? What caused the price to rise so much by the time the fish arrived on a restaurant table in Ferleague, only fifteen miles away? Even as she applied herself to holding an adult conversation with Mrs Rafter, something in the back of her mind went on trying to work it out transport – the lorry, the driver and the ice – cooking, the electricity and the chef – and then all these extras, the linen, flowers, waitress in her frilly white apron. Decor, laundry, dishes, cutlery, glasses . . . everything, she realised, was built into the astronomical prices.




  Plus profit, of course. What percentage was that? And what if the hotel bought enough fish for thirty people, but only twenty ordered it? What if the—




  ‘You will, Aran, won’t you?’




  Eimear was amused. She never lost Aran’s attention in class, but clearly she had lost it now. Guiltily, the girl stared at her.




  ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Rafter. What did you say?’




  ‘I said I want you to keep on writing your poetry.’




  Suddenly, poetry seemed very irrelevant. But she did enjoy writing it, useless as it was, and if Mrs Rafter wanted her to continue, then she would. It would be an excuse to stay in touch with her.




  ‘Yes. I will, I promise.’




  ‘Good. But while you’re at work, I want you to concentrate on that. Learn everything you can.’




  ‘That’s exactly what I intend to do.’




  Pleased, Eimear noted her firm tone. People might underestimate Aran, at first, because she only had a minimal education or because she was a pretty blonde. But they would be mistaken. That mop of angelic curls camouflaged a brain that was going to take her places.




  Only not, Eimear hoped, too far away.




  If Philip Miller couldn’t believe his luck, Molly Campion was even more stunned. Sixteen pounds a week, Aran said? And Mrs Rafter had bought all these things, including the cream blouse which, she suspected, was pure silk? Battling an urge to check the label, Molly gazed at her daughter and her teacher.




  ‘Well, Mrs Rafter, I can’t think what possessed you to do such a thing.’




  ‘Oh, we enjoyed it, didn’t we, Aran?’




  That Aran had enjoyed it was abundantly obvious. Tumbling breathlessly out of Mrs Rafter’s car, she had not stopped talking since, her face glowing with excitement, her eyes gleaming like newly-polished pewter.




  Well, a few weeks of hard work would soon bring her down to earth. For this evening, she might as well have her fun and get it over with. And Mrs Rafter had better have a cup of tea. Praying that the boys wouldn’t come in and brawl over the box of sweets before the woman’s eyes, Molly opened her top cupboard and took down the good china that Val had given her for Christmas. Until now, Val had always been the daughter who meant most to her.




  Aran continued to regale her mother with an account of the shop and restaurant in Ferleague as Eimear sat down, taking in the small room which, when the entire family was in it, must be very constricting. As she might have expected it was almost aggressively clean, with a narrow window from which she could see the yard in which the few chickens and vegetables were raised, and from the opposite wall Pope Paul looked down on her from a gilt frame. Painted several years before in a muted shade she would call fawn, the walls carried evidence of perpetual damp, the steam that rose from pots and laundry and, at this moment, the large tinny kettle. It was a standard fisherman’s kitchen, and it took Eimear a few moments to put her finger on what was missing: colour. In other such houses, the drabness was almost always relieved by some floral pattern, on curtains or a couple of cushions, often there was a vase of fresh flowers which, in such surroundings, stood out as if arranged by Vincent Van Gogh. Here, the only visual relief lay in a basket of wool which Molly, presumably, was about to knit into a sweater or cardigan. The violent red and screeching yellow were as arresting as a set of traffic lights, demanding attention.




  ‘I see you’re busy with the knitting, Mrs Campion.’




  ‘Aye.’ Molly put the tea things down on the table.




  ‘Have you done much this year? Is there a good demand for it?’




  ‘Not bad. The crafts shops say they’re fairly busy so far.’




  Those were in other villages, Eimear knew, Dunrathway didn’t have one of its own. Abruptly, Molly dived on a cardboard box in a corner of the floor, bent down and took out a pile of knitted garments. If Mrs Rafter was trying to suggest she was slacking, not doing her best for her family, she was wrong. Dumping the evidence on the table, she left her to see for herself. There were perhaps ten or twelve assorted items in the pile, all in howling colours, and as Eimear conscientously admired each one, she felt the harshness of the wool, the rigidity of the stitches in her hand. Little love, she thought, had gone into the making of these. Yet they were technically impeccable, neatly finished, of sound serviceable quality. To their owners’ eventual horror, they would probably last for years.




  Aran beamed.




  ‘Mam’s great at the knitting.’




  It was Molly’s cue to say they were all great, Eimear for having found her daughter a job and driven her to the interview, Aran for having got it. But she didn’t.




  ‘Indeed she is. It must be very difficult. I couldn’t even make a scarf myself if my life depended on it.’




  ‘Neither could I. I’m no help to Mam at all in that department.’




  They both smiled, and for the first time Molly noted the air of complicity between them, as if they were friends rather than teacher and pupil. Ex-pupil. Why was Eimear doing so much for the girl, taking such an interest in this family? Of course she, Molly, didn’t have a car, and could never have afforded to buy Aran those new things . . . but still, Mrs Rafter hadn’t even apologised for having taken over what was really a mother’s role.




  Oh well. The job was got now, the matter finished. Mrs Rafter wouldn’t be coming round here every day of the week to sip tea and make idle chat Let her go home now and get on with providing her husband with the daughter they should have of their own, after five or six years of marriage. There was no room in this house for a career woman with her fine clothes and long summer holidays, for every day of which she would be paid as if she were working.




  Wiping her hands on her apron, Molly gathered up the woollens and replaced them in their carton. Admittedly the woman had been some help, and the silk blouse was very nice, but where was she supposed to wear it? Out feeding the chickens, or while blacking the boys’ shoes, peeling the spuds?




  It’s more than a silk blouse I need, she thought. But when is anybody ever going to help me?




  Chapter Two




  Dad was right, Aran thought. Work was indeed an honourable thing. It gave her great satisfaction to see the pride in his face, the pleasure in her mother’s as she handed them her pay packet every Friday evening. It did not contain as much as she had expected, the government first levying a quantity of tax on it that made her feel as if she had been robbed by masked bandits, but what remained was enough to ease the stress on the household budget and earn her a position of some status. From having been a burden, she had become an asset.




  Since she wasn’t sure how to open a bank account, much less run one, Philip Miller agreed to her request to be paid in cash, and Molly counted the notes vigilantly, tucking all but four into a tea caddy before returning those to Aran for bus fares and whatever sundries she might need. Aran found she needed remarkably little, once she’d got an extra skirt and shirt for work, and by the end of August fourteen pounds had mounted up between the pages of the book in which she kept her savings. Taking Achill and Dursey into Ferleague with her one Saturday morning, she bought them each a pair of trousers for school, an ice-cream apiece and two of the action-man comics on which their gaze hovered lustfully.




  Mrs Rafter had introduced her to the joy of receiving, but the joy of giving proved even greater, and in her brothers’ faces she saw one of the first things she wanted. On the bus home they sat almost quietly, spoke respectfully as they calculated the extent of this new force in their lives. It was an exercise that rendered them briefly but wondrously mute.




  But its effect did not extend beyond the family. In the office Mr Miller called her a ‘grand little girl’ while Moira his secretary offered no help with the typing or anything that might undermine her own position. Lorcan, Mr Miller’s son and junior partner, was friendly, but had a sharp enough tongue in his head if his coffee was not hot enough or paperwork not arranged to his liking. Aran found the arranging of it dull enough, but the contents quite fascinating. So this was how people went about buying a house or a farm, this was how you set things up! Of course it cost more, if you undertook to do it slowly over a long period of time, but you could do it. It was not the way her father paid his debts, but she could see the advantage of it – to the lender as well as the buyer. Then there were the wills that people drew up, and those were a revelation too; who’d ever have thought that these little old ladies, who crept like mice into the office and smiled coyly at Mr Miller, would have so much? Where they got it she couldn’t imagine, but clearly there was more to the frail creatures than met the eye. Once, one of them burst into tears and sobbed all over Mr Miller’s desk, mystifying her as he called for tea and tissues, but Moira seemed to know what it was about, sniffing curtly that there was ‘a man in it’.




  Men, Aran noticed, seemed to deal in larger sums than women, but less often and less competently, seeking the solicitor’s advice only after things had gone wrong and bluffing it out even then. Where bailiffs were involved, or the situation was askew beyond redemption, they were usually and speedily referred to Thomas Allen over in Leemanway. Moira called Mr Miller ‘Mr Teflon’ and Aran laughed when she worked out what it meant, impressed by her boss’s ability to control the conditions under which he worked. Conscious that she was learning things no business school could teach her, and that her mind was rising to them, she began to drive her colleagues crazy with her questions; those that went unanswered were the ones that intrigued her most of all.




  But she was finding out a lot about other things too. Every day Mr Miller brought two newspapers with him into the office, the Cork Examiner and the Irish Independent, and in the evening he let her take them away to read on the bus. It was soon evident to Aran that a great many things were going on in the rest of the country, things that put Dunrathway into a very small, unimportant context. Dublin sounded so strange it might as well be on another planet, while Cork was busy and angry, coping with a wave of crime that seemed to be afflicting Limerick as well. In Dunrathway, the worst thing she could remember ever happening was Gerry Dineen’s accidental shooting of his own brother, a disaster in which drink and darkness had played a mitigating part. Personally Aran didn’t see how drink could mitigate anything, but at least the brother had lived to see another day.




  Mitigate. She liked the new words she was learning, and it was a comfort to think Dunrathway was safe if nothing else. Every evening she asked the bus driver to let her off a mile short of it so she could walk the rest of the way, enjoying the exercise and the long bright light, the salty smell of seaweed as she got closer, the gulls circling over the hills and harbour until the first trawler appeared and they flew out to escort it noisily home. Her former classmates reported that they were having a wonderful summer, but Aran was just as happy with hers. Only when the school reopened did she feel a twinge – quite a twinge, as if someone had tweaked a broken bone. But that day she decided to do something none of her friends could do.




  ‘Mr Miller, how does a person open a bank account?’




  ‘Hah! Easiest thing in the world, my girl. Easiest thing in the world.’




  And so it was, when she finally braved the big granite building and went up to the counter marked Enquiries.




  ‘Current or deposit?’




  Deposit. That had a lovely solid, weighty sound. Of course there wasn’t anything very weighty about six pounds, and she could see that the clerk was trying not to smile – but had he had six pounds of his own at her age? How much might she have by the time she was his? With interest on it too, just as they had been taught at school. Some of the things she had learned there were becoming real now, falling into place. But for some reason she did not want to tell her parents about this major accomplishment. She wanted to tell Eimear. This evening she would take up the standing invitation to visit her, call in on the way home.




  Eimear. It still sounded strange to call her by her first name, but Eimear had insisted, just as Dan had insisted too, as if he were a friend instead of a vet. But then he was so friendly, quite the nicest man in Dunrathway, Aran thought, and their house must be the nicest too; not the biggest, but certainly the warmest and sunniest. From its kitchen window you could see right across the harbour, up to Fenner’s Hill where Eimear’s mother lived and Joey Devlin was building a massive house for which, rumour had it, he had ordered a carpet with his initials woven into it. Aran thought that was the silliest, vainest thing she’d ever heard. As if he might forget his own name, or let anyone else forget it! And where was he getting such money, with the fishing the way it was? Not that it was any of her business . . . was it? Anyway, the Rafters’ house had no carpets at all, it had pale polished floors with rugs to brighten the wood, and white tiles in the bathroom chequered with tiny green diamonds. Aran suspected there might even be another bathroom somewhere, but didn’t dare ask.




  Nicest of all, it had lots of bookshelves to which she was invited to help herself. There were pottery vases filled with yellow roses that Dan and Eimear grew themselves, and there was a record player. Often Aran could hear music as she knocked on the door, not always the serious kind you’d expect of a teacher, but songs sung by the people Mam always snapped off when they came on the radio: Carly Simon, Bob Dylan and, amazingly, the Rolling Stones. Aran just couldn’t reconcile the Rolling Stones with the woman who taught Shakespeare and actually understood what T. S. Eliot was talking about.




  Nor could she reconcile the sight that greeted her, this warm evening in early September, with the disciplined purveyor of Dickens and the Home Rule Bill. Eimear opened the door in a pair of denim shorts – not just denim, not just shorts, but ragged ones frayed at the ends. In her hand she held a messy wooden spoon, her cropped pink top revealed three inches of midriff, and she wasn’t wearing any shoes.




  Aran stared: Eimear smiled.




  ‘Come in, Aran! You’re just in time for supper, if you’d like to stay?’




  Mesmerised, Aran followed the tanned bare legs down the hall into the big kitchen where, to her even greater astonishment, an open bottle of white wine stood on the pine table. She had never tasted alcohol in her life, and Eimear seemed to know it.




  ‘Would you like to try a little drop?’




  Aran swallowed. She wouldn’t even be seventeen till April, and Mam would kill her if she found out. But then Eimear couldn’t intend to tell her, since she was the one offering it – or else she must assume that Mam would give permission.




  And it was something new. Something that had caused trouble this summer down in the pub, where her former classmates had begun to congregate in the evenings, swigging beer until they got noisily aggressive, driving Father Carroll up into his pulpit to read the riot act. But how could it cause any trouble here, with a teacher on the premises?




  ‘Yes please. Just a tiny drop.’




  A small amount was duly poured into a stemmed glass shaped like a tulip, and Eimear picked up her own glass.




  ‘Sláinte, Aran. Wish me a happy birthday!’




  ‘Oh Eimear, is it your birthday?’




  If she’d only known, she’d have brought something, a card and chocolates maybe, some little thing she could afford now. How old could Eimear be, anyway? In those shorts, with her hair twisted into a slide and no make-up, she looked about eighteen.




  ‘Yep. Twenty-nine today.’




  Goodness, Aran thought, I hope I look like her when I’m as old as that. She’s years older than Sher and Val. But she wears shorts, she listens to the Rolling Stones, she even has legs, a figure! Sher hasn’t got one any more, judging by those photos she sent when the baby was born, and the things Val wears make her look forty. You wouldn’t get Val into shorts at gunpoint.




  Speculatively Aran took a first taste of her wine, thinking at first it tasted awful, thinking after a second go that it was something you might get used to, but you would have to really set your mind to it. Mrs Lowry must have been incredibly old when Eimear was born . . . but then everyone knew Mrs Lowry hadn’t got married until she was thirty-six, the astonishing event had been the talk of the whole village Mam said, just as Mr Lowry’s death had been four years later. How old would Eimear have been then? Just a baby. A tiny baby, with no Dad.




  No wonder Eimear had got married so much younger herself, to Dan who must now be over thirty. And that would be why she was always going to see her mother, taking her out for drives or into Cork for shopping. Yet she didn’t seem in any great hurry to have a baby of her own. Maybe she was afraid Dan would have a heart attack like her father? But he looked very fit. Probably the kids at school were enough for her – or had even put her off the whole idea. One look at Billy Devlin would be enough to put you off kids for life.




  Something smelled funny.




  ‘What are you cooking, Eimear?’




  ‘Spaghetti bolognese, with melon to start. Your mother won’t mind if you stay, will she?’




  ‘No. She’ll guess where I am. But I’d better be home before dark.’




  ‘Oh, that gives us plenty of time. Dan will run you home. He’ll be here any minute, with a birthday cake if he knows what’s good for him.’




  Wistfully, Aran surveyed Eimear as she went to stir her spaghetti thingy. How her eyes sparkled when she mentioned Dan! How happy and comfortable she looked, in her bare feet, in her lovely airy home! Aran always felt the same way in it, welcome and relaxed, sinking into the sofa while Sammy nuzzled up to her, accepting her as if she were one of the family.




  ‘Can I do anything?’




  ‘No thanks. I’ve had hours to prepare supper. Dan wanted to take me out to a restaurant in Cork, but it’s such a long drive, and then he wouldn’t have been able to drink anything. I thought a cosy supper at home would be nicer.’




  Oh. Was this meant to be a romantic birthday meal? Was Dan going to arrive with a present, even flowers? He had a car, he wouldn’t have to be seen carrying them down the street . . . perhaps she’d better not stay.




  ‘Uh, Eimear, maybe it would be better if I . . . some other evening . . .’




  ‘Oh Aran, don’t be silly. You couldn’t have picked a better evening. We’d have been lonely all by ourselves, just the two of us. Look, if you want to feel useful, get the cutlery out of that drawer and set tile table. I’m going to pop upstairs and change.’




  Eimear was gone as soon as she said it, leaving Aran to do as she was asked, and glance curiously under the lid of the saucepan that simmered on the stove. What could be in it, that smelled so strong?




  ‘Garlic.’




  She jumped out of her skin.




  ‘Oh, Mr Rafter! D-Dan! I didn’t hear you come in!’




  He looked as amused as she was sure she must look guilty. In one hand he carried a huge bunch of flowers, tied with a red ribbon, while the other juggled the bakery box Eimear was expecting.




  ‘How are you, Aran? Where’s my lovely wife?’




  He had a way of talking like that, humorous and yet romantic. Aran couldn’t imagine either of her brothers ever doing it, if any girl was ever fool enough to go out with them.




  ‘She’s upstairs changing her clothes. She’ll be right down.’




  Changing for supper was another thing no one would ever do in the Campion house: when Dad was there to eat with them, the smell of mackerel made everything taste of it. But even if it meant extra laundry it was well worth the effort on Eimear’s part. She looked even more beautiful when she reappeared, wearing her hair loose about her shoulders, a long white skirt patterned with apricot blossoms, a white smocked blouse and simple leather sandals. Aran caught some light scent as she floated into the room, saw that she had done something to her eyes. Going straight to Dan, she held up her face to be kissed.




  ‘Happy birthday, my darling.’




  God. Did married men really talk this way, kiss their wives like that? Aran felt something smoulder and crackle as if a fire were burning, and thought of her own parents as if from a great distance. She had only ever seen Dad kiss Mam once, and Mam had hardly even looked up from the ironing she had been doing, only muttering ‘Dia leat’ because Conor was going to be away at sea overnight, and the weather was rough. When he returned safely, there had been no kisses at all. But then he had not come bearing a fragrant bouquet, and Mam had not looked like some dreamy nymph in a painting.




  Well, she supposed that the gap between the two couples was wide. Dan and Eimear didn’t have to strive and worry as her parents did, they didn’t have five children and they were a lot younger. Was it possible that once Conor and Molly had been visibly in love, the way they were now? It must be, or why would they have married? And she knew that they did love each other, in a stolid kind of way; like everything else affection was simply unspoken between them. If they didn’t kiss, neither did they argue, and as a child she had always felt some secure, invisible thing that bound the family together. It just wasn’t in Conor’s nature to be demonstrative, any more than it was in Molly’s to wear a drifting skirt like Eimear’s, or the stuff which now made her eyes look so dark and dewy. It was a question not only of money but of attitude.




  That attitude, whatever it was, seemed to have hardened in Molly with the years, shrunk her somehow. But, even as a child, Aran could not remember her mother playing with her like other mothers, laughing at childish misdeeds, holding hands with Conor as they walked to Mass together on Sundays. Something was either missing in her altogether, or had curdled in her, turned sour and resentful from lack of use and light. Like her hair, she had become grey and stringy, repelling people when they came close to her.




  In recent weeks, Aran had tried to come closer. Sensing the shift in their relationship as she made the transition from child to woman, and the chance it offered for new beginnings, she had broached subjects she could hardly put a name on, vague things that had no particular rhyme or reason. But Molly’s mind was nailed to the here and now, impossible to budge; she did not deal in nameless things, speculate in emotional rates of exchange. It was not that she did not follow what Aran was trying to say or do, it was that she chose not to query her lot, quest for things that might prove unattainable or disruptive, or both. Her world began at her front door and ended in her back yard, encompassing nothing that could not be seen or touched.




  The result was conversation that became more strained as it became more civil, polite but meaningless, leaving Aran frustrated and baffled. Whenever she had something important to ask or say, Molly somehow reduced or diluted it, while inflating things that were trivial, turning difficulties into problems. Only last night, Aran had paused for a word while writing to Sher, and asked Molly how best she thought the point might be expressed.




  ‘How should I know? Look it up in your books, and stop cluttering up my table on me!’




  Every obstacle seemed to fall ‘on’ Molly from a malevolent sky: her chickens died on her, her potatoes burned on her, her stitches dropped on her. Some unknown demon waged a personal vendetta against everything she did; yet she never sought or accepted whatever advice anyone might offer, thought the problem through or went at it from a different angle. The gods had singled her out, she was their hapless victim, as blameless as she was impotent. When Aran was younger this attitude had been mystifying, confusing: now it was alienating. Yet for all the impediments to her own efforts, Molly could be quick to criticise others, judgemental and patronising.




  ‘They say Annie McGowan is making cheese, when the shops are full of it, did you ever hear such nonsense.’ Or, ‘tie your hair back the way Val does, Aran, you look a fright.’




  And so Aran had learned to turn to her father. If Conor didn’t say much, or help much either, at least he listened. As Eimear listened, thoughtfully, never turning questions into barriers, discussions into hostilities. Even at this moment, as Aran looked at her, she appeared to be shedding some protective mantle, the cloak of authority that had kept an appropriate distance between them at school. Without reserve or discretion she was letting Aran glimpse into her personal life, see the nature of their love as she poured Dan a glass of wine, which he accepted as a relay runner might accept a baton from a team-mate, without glancing or confirming it was what he wanted. In his free hand he lifted a long packet aloft.




  ‘Time for this to go on?’




  Fascinated, Aran watched him open the packet and slide its contents into a pan of boiling water. Was he actually able to cook, and willing? What were those long narrow things?




  ‘Spaghetti, Aran. That’s what it looks like raw. It doesn’t only come in a tin.’




  It always did at home, with red sauce that soaked into the toast on which you ate the chopped soggy pieces. And they must guess that, if they were explaining without being asked. Searching for something to redeem her dignity, she came up with a winner.




  ‘Guess what? I opened a bank account today!’




  Dan grinned, but Eimear beamed.




  ‘Good for you! Every woman should have five hundred pounds a year and a room of her own.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘That’s what Virginia Woolf said she needed to become a writer.’




  ‘Really? Did she get it?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And then, did she still need it or only want it?’




  ‘Well! Who’s been talking to you?’




  ‘My Dad.’




  It was a fair distinction, Eimear supposed, one of the many that Aran should learn to make. But if only Conor quibbled and demurred a bit less himself, he might achieve more. Corking the white wine, she put it back in the fridge and took a red one from a rack on the floor.




  ‘This goes with the bolognese. Would you like to try it as well?’




  What the hell. She might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb.




  ‘Please.’




  Dan pottered amid the pans as Eimear put the finishing touches to the table, and in due course they sat down to the melon that was served in small glass dishes, moulded into tiny balls which must, Aran thought, take hours of patience to do. Without incident she got through them, but was completely undone by the spaghetti.




  ‘Wind it round your fork, Aran – look, like this.’




  She wound, and the strands shot off her plate, onto the floor and down Sammy’s throat, Oh, horror! Mam would have deplored the mess, decried her lack of dexterity and interrupted the whole meal to mop and mutter. But Eimear laughed.




  ‘Lucky Sammy! Go on, Aran, try again.’




  Gradually she got the hang of it, not caring that her chin was smeared because, by golly, it tasted wonderful. Especially with the powdery cheese dusted on top, that Eimear said was Parmesan.




  ‘Where do you get this cheese? In Cork?’




  ‘Yes, for the moment. But Annie McGowan next door is going to try making a variety of it herself. There’s no demand here, but the deli in Cork says it might take some.’




  ‘What’s a delly?’




  Eimear explained, and Dan smiled.




  ‘We’ll take you into Cork some day to see it. You might be better off putting your money into it than into the bank – this could be a good time to speculate in the Parmesan market.’




  She smiled back, knowing but not minding that he was teasing her. She hated the way her brothers teased, pointlessly and viciously, even if they had cut back on it lately . . . what did that mean exactly, ‘speculate in the Parmesan market’?




  Obligingly Dan told her as he cleared the table, noting the way her eyes widened and latched onto him. What a funny little thing she was, so serious! But he knew there was something she probably wanted to hear even more, and went through to the other room where the record player was kept. Moments later, a slow sweet sound welled up like water in a rock pool, swirling through the whole house as two male voices joined it, strong and clear but somehow sad, as if each had something the other wanted.




  Aran sat transfixed.




  ‘Oh, that’s beautiful! What is it?’




  ‘It’s the duet from The Pearl Fishers by Bizet.’




  As she listened she could see Dunrathway’s fishers through the wide window, steering their boats home in the dusk, looking somehow lonely in a way she had never noticed before, small figures on the decks, vulnerable. How hard life could be, here! And must have been in Bizet’s village, too.




  ‘Who is Bizet? Or is he dead?’




  Odd if he was, because his music was distinctly alive. But Mr Lavery had explained that that was the point about great composers; their music always was. That was how you could tell a classic from a piece of crap. Mr Lavery didn’t mince his words about music he didn’t like.




  ‘Yes. He died a hundred years ago, when he was thirty-six. But he was only twenty-four when he wrote this.’




  Twenty-four?! Sweet Jesus. She’d thought all composers must be at least sixty or seventy, if not a hundred. Except Mozart, who everybody knew had been a child prod-prodigy. But Bizet was only a year older than Val when he wrote this? In silence, she listened to it, forgetting Dan and Eimear until the music stopped, and Dan ushered them into the other room.




  ‘Now, Aran, no more music for a minute. You and I are going to sing together, a cappella!’




  Mentally Aran saluted Mr Lavery, who had told her that a cappella meant without accompaniment. And what were they going to sing, without it?




  ‘Happy birthday, dear Eimear, happy birthday to you . . .’




  Triumphantly Dan carried his cake out from the kitchen, over his head, with a circle of candles blazing on top.




  ‘Blow, Eimear!’




  ‘Oh, no, Mr Rafter – I mean Dan – she must make a wish first!’




  A wish was important, if they were going to do this properly. But what could Eimear wish for? She had everything.




  Slowly, Eimear looked up at Dan, and then turned round to her.




  ‘Yes, Aran. You’re right. I will make a wish.’




  Closing her eyes she was still for a moment, concentrating as if she meant it, bowing her head over the candles almost the way Mam bowed hers, at devotions in church. Aran had learned not to trust wishes much, herself, but she was curious.




  ‘What did you wish for?’




  Slightly, but audibly, Eimear’s voice wavered.




  ‘I – I can’t tell you, or it won’t happen.’




  Suddenly there was distress in her face as well as her voice, such pain that Aran leaned across to her before she knew what she was doing, and threw both arms around her shoulders.




  ‘Oh, Eimear! Of course it will! I promise!’




  Gently Dan put down the cake and sat beside his wife.




  ‘Go on, darling. Blow out the candles. Aran has promised you you’ll get your wish.’




  Dan, too? Looking so sober, so sadly into the small flames? What had caused the mood to change, to echo the yearning music Bizet had written? And what had she promised? How could she get it for them, if she did not know what it was?




  Abruptly, Eimear blew out all the candles, her face shadowed with some sorrow that Aran could feel as sharply as if it were her own.




  ‘It’s getting dark, Dan. Let’s all have a slice of cake, and then you must take Aran home.’




  Home? Until this moment, Aran had been so happy, so completely content that she felt she already was at home.




  In the misty autumn evenings Aran thought of Eimear’s birthday over and over. She had not known until then that there were men who really did bring flowers to their wives, like actors on television. Men who knew what raw spaghetti was, did not growl when presented with it, even helped to cook it. Men who preferred wine to beer, and did not fight or shoot their brothers after a surfeit of it. Here in this village, there was a man who adored his wife, a wife who ran a lovely happy home yet was, in some secret way, unhappy.




  If there was any way in which she could help Eimear, she would offer to do so. But if there was any way, Dan would already have found it. He was the kind of man everybody liked, even those who envied him, because he was slow to send bills, quick to help. At night he drove miles to emergency cases, never complaining or remonstrating, he often dropped in on Mrs Lowry when Eimear was working late at a meeting or school debate, he even gave blood to the travelling blood bank. He would do anything, Aran was sure, for his own wife. This thing, whatever it was, must be something completely outside his power.




  Meanwhile, her own power seemed to have peaked. Her parents and brothers accepted now that she was a worker, a wage earner whose contribution could be taken for granted. At work, she began to fear that she might soon have learned as much as she ever would be allowed to learn, as long as Moira was running the show in her senior and inviolate capacity. Clients never got past Moira until she chose to let them, and Aran didn’t even have their status. She was just a necessary evil. Only Lorcan seemed to regard her as a grown woman, and she was grateful that somebody did.




  ‘What are you doing tonight, Aran?’




  It was a black night in late November, and she wasn’t doing anything.




  ‘Oh, nothing. Why? Do you want me to work late?’




  It was not unusual to be asked, because everyone knew her bus didn’t come until six, so she was always available to do any little last-minute chores. But Lorcan often stayed even later, catching up on things he didn’t care to do early in the morning. He rarely came in before ten, but rarely left before seven.




  ‘Yes. There are all these documents on the Regan case to be sorted out, I have a meeting with Jim Regan tomorrow.’




  The office was quiet and peaceful after Philip and Moira left, and Aran worked methodically, labelling things in folders, stacking them in the order in which they would be needed. Now that dark fell so much earlier she didn’t visit Dan and Eimear quite so often, saving up all her news for weekends. Anyway, Mam had said she was making a stew tonight, which would keep until she got home; on the odd occasion Lorcan kept her past the time at which the bus left, he drove her back to Dunrathway himself. Mam liked to see the Renault pulling up outside, but never asked him in.




  It was ten to six when she heard the door of Lorcan’s office open, and he came into the outer one in which she sat at her desk.




  ‘Hungry?’




  ‘Yes, a bit.’




  ‘Well then, why don’t we go out for something? I’ll take you to the hotel for dinner when we’re finished.’




  She thought of the hotel with pleasure, the one where Eimear had taken her the day she got this job. But somehow the idea of having dinner in it, with Mr Miller’s son, was less appealing. Conversation would be stiff, and then he would have to take her back to Dunrathway at God only knew what hour of the night.




  ‘Thanks, Lorcan, but my mother has a meal ready at home.’




  ‘Call her and tell her, then.’




  ‘I can’t. We don’t have a telephone.’




  It was embarrassing to have to admit it, and provoking that he should smile. He was quite handsome, but she didn’t like that smile.




  ‘Oh, come on, Aran, you can’t be mother’s little girl forever. Why don’t you just do what you want to do, and come on with me?’




  To her surprise he came around to her side of the desk, took her hand and pulled her to her feet.




  ‘But I don’t want to! I said I’d be home in time to mind my brother Dursey tonight, everyone else is going out—’




  ‘Except our Cinderella?’




  Suddenly his tone was cold, his eyes hard. And his grip was very strong.




  ‘Lorcan, please let me go.’




  She was frightened. But frightened to let it show, too; tomorrow she would have to work with him again.




  His right hand held her wrist, his left one chucked her under the chin.




  ‘You’re too pretty to be let go, Aran.’




  In a single lunge he was on top of her, pulling her blouse so that she heard it rip as she leaped away from him, wrenching her wrist free with all her strength.




  ‘Lorcan, don’t, stop—’




  She ran to the other side of the desk, trying to put it between them, but he came after her with such deadly intent that she raised her arm and hit him, hard, across the face.




  He stopped dead.




  ‘That hurt, Aran. That really hurt. You shouldn’t have done that.’




  ‘You made me do it!’




  ‘No. I never made you do anything. Nobody will believe that. I’m a solicitor. You’re just a fisherman’s kid who tried to seduce a solicitor. That’s what everyone will say.’




  Seduce? Everyone would say that, when? That was the question that sent her hurtling to Moira’s desk as he advanced yet again, and that was what inspired her to pick up Moira’s typewriter and hurl it at his chest with every ounce of force she possessed.




  He fell with a loud yell as it thudded into his ribcage, but she did not stop to ascertain the extent of his injuries. Yanking open the door she flew down the stairs and out into the street where the bus, to her sobbing relief, was just pulling in.




  ‘I – I’m sorry, I’ve lost my bag, I’ll give you the fare tomorrow—’




  The bus driver was the regular chap she knew, friendly as a rule, concerned at this minute.




  ‘You all right, love?’




  ‘Yes, yes, I just—’ She was panting so hard she could not get the words out. ‘I just thought I was going to miss the bus.’




  ‘Oh, don’t you ever worry about that. I’d always wait a minute or two. Sit down now and get your breath.’




  She sat rigid with fright all the way to Dunrathway, where she did not get off as soon as the lights came in sight, but stayed on all the way to the terminus. The moment she stepped down off the bus she thought of Eimear, and automatically turned in the direction of the Rafters’ house. Eimear would be horrified, and would know what to do about Lorcan. But then she remembered that Eimear had got her this job. How upset she would be – and what might Mam say, about teachers who fixed young girls up with would-be rapists? Perhaps it would be wiser to say nothing, not until she calmed down and got her thoughts together at least.




  Her teeth chattered like castanets as she made her way home, coatless and dishevelled, trying to figure out what to do. Of course Mam would be angry if she were told, but she would not make her return to work in the morning – in fact she would not let her go, no matter what the loss might be to the family budget. And that loss would be considerable.




  What would Mam do, exactly? First of all, Aran was sure, she would blame her for having got into such a situation. She would say she must have been careless, created some misunderstanding, because a man like Lorcan Miller couldn’t have behaved so badly of his own free will. If she could be convinced that he had, she would despatch Conor over to Ferleague to challenge him ineffectually, and then she would storm up to Eimear to rant and rave, blame her for whatever part of it she, Aran, was not to blame herself. There would be endless scenes, and the result would be enmity and bad feeling that might fester for years.




  Eimear would feel dreadful, as if she were responsible for Lorcan’s behaviour, while in turn Lorcan would deny the whole thing – before suggesting, probably, that disgruntled employees suffering delusions of grandeur should not bother returning to work. His father would back him up, and she would lose her job for sure.




  Well, she was going to lose it, one way or another. She couldn’t stay in such a place. At best, she could only try to hang on for as long as it took to find another one, and she could only do that by remaining silent. The unfairness of it made her want to kick something, break something with her bare hands.




  At least Lorcan might not be there in the morning. With any luck he would be at home licking his wounds, unable to explain them. That typewriter had struck him like a ton of bricks. But sooner or later he would return, to make her life a misery, even dangerous. Should she report him to the police? But they would say what he said they would – that he was a rising, respectable solicitor whose little filing cleric had designs on him.




  Oh, if only she could confide in Mam, get some help!




  Molly was in the kitchen when she came in, serving up stew to Achill and Dursey.




  ‘Look at the state of you! Where’s your coat, Aran, and your bag? What happened to your blouse?’




  The tone was accusatory, and Aran was glad of the few minutes she’d had to pull her wits together.




  ‘They’re in the office. I didn’t realise the time until I saw the bus coming, and had to run for it. I caught my blouse in the door on the way out.’




  ‘Well, get on upstairs and tidy yourself. I hope nobody saw the cut of you.’




  ‘No, Mam, they didn’t.’




  Up in the bedroom Aran found that she was shaking, on the brink of tears. Oh, why couldn’t Mam guess, like a proper mother? Why couldn’t she gather her up into a big warm hug, and take charge of the whole thing? Why couldn’t she sense something was wrong? Eimear always could, when one of her pupils was out of sorts, she would take them to the canteen for tea and biscuits, a little chat full of sympathy and helpful advice.




  Maybe Mam would guess, after all. It might just be taking her a few moments to work it out. Slowly Aran changed her clothes and combed her hair, washed her hands and face until she had scrubbed away every trace of Lorcan Miller, and returned to the kitchen.




  ‘Here, Aran. It’s nearly cold.’




  Molly passed her a plate of stew. As she reached out to take it, it slipped from her trembling fingers and crashed to the floor.




  ‘Oh, now look at the mess! You’re worse than the boys! And you’ve broken my good plate on me!’




  ‘I – I’m sorry, Mam. I’ll buy you a new one.’




  ‘Oh, that’s it, money buys everything now, we can break what we like! New plates grow on trees, new blouses are ten a penny!’




  Suddenly Aran did not recognise her own voice, the voice that was screaming at her mother at the top of its lungs.




  ‘Shut up, Mother! Shut up! I’ve said I’m sorry, what more do you want?’




  It was the first time she had ever called Molly ‘Mother’, and the timing of it made her want to weep. But she did not weep, as some door slammed shut in her head. It would take a lot, she thought, to ever prise that door open again.




  Molly was reeling up against the sink, white and almost faint with shock. Uncertainly, they looked at each other. But Aran felt something coagulate inside her, and when she spoke again her voice was steady, almost indifferent.




  ‘If you’re going to your knitting circle tonight, Mother, you’d better be on your way. It’s nearly eight.’




  Wordlessly Molly took a mop and dustpan, swept up the broken debris and removed the apron from over her head.




  ‘Yes. There’s a bit of stew left in the pot. Heat it up if you like. I’ll be home by eleven.’




  Surprised by her meek tone, Aran nodded, feeling the fire of her anger wane. But the chill that replaced it did not wane, nor did a small invasive sense of guilt. Molly had all the sensitivity of a block of wood, but who knew what forces had combined to so dull and harden her? If she could not forgive her, she could not wholly blame her either. She was not sixteen like her daughter, not fighting fit in the way Aran suddenly felt. In those few fierce seconds, the balance of things had shifted between them.




  Achill and Dursey were gazing at her, awestruck. Coldly, she turned to them.




  ‘What’s the matter with you two? Finish your food, and be quick about it. Achill, you’re not going out until you’ve washed those dishes. Mother, there’ll be frost tonight, you’ll need your boots.’




  They looked at her as if it was the picture of the Pope above her head that was speaking.




  ‘Good morning, Mr Miller. Good morning. Moira.’




  ‘Good morning, Aran.’




  ‘Where’s Lorcan? Not in yet?’




  She glanced at the clock so pointedly, spoke so tartly that Philip raised his eyebrows, irked and rather aggrieved.




  ‘Lorcan’s not well. He took a nasty fall down the stairs last night. Working too late and too hard. I’ve given him the rest of the week off.’




  ‘Oh dear. Poor Lorcan. Please give him my sympathy.’




  She knew her expression conveyed none whatsoever, knew also that Moira was dying to know why her coat was dangling from the coat stand, her bag still on the floor where she had left it the night before. Hang Moira. Seating herself at her desk, she immersed herself in the mountain of waiting post, so studiously that neither Philip nor Moira addressed another word to her. But covertly she watched Philip turning the pages of his newspapers, her imagination ferreting into the small ads, wondering what jobs might be advertised. If anything remotely suitable came up, she would go after it right away, today, before she lost her nerve. But endless hours seemed to elapse before the clock crept round to lunchtime, and she got her chance. The moment she was alone she snatched up the Cork Examiner.




  Office Staff. There were a few jobs in that section, but nothing for which she was qualified. Nursing, teaching, factory work, farm labour . . . nothing, until her eye fell upon a category entitled Domestics.




  ‘Au pair wanted to live in and help with Oliver, aged two, and new baby due February. Own room £20 a week all found. Must be energetic, reliable and cheerful. Telephone Holly Mitchell, London . . .’




  It gave a number, with a code in brackets. Letting the page lie open before her, Aran leaned back to think.




  Twenty pounds a week, with bed and board included? It would take years to work up to a sum like that here; as her mother frequently reminded her, food and electricity cost ten pounds a week for each member of the family. In London, they probably cost even more.




  London. It was as distant to her as any of the cities she had studied on maps in Mrs McKenzie’s geography class, Rio, Nairobi or Barcelona. You had no option but to fly to those places, but London took just as long to reach, because most people who went there took a train to Dublin, a boat to Wales and then another train. It was a very long journey, that made London seem absolutely miles away.




  But that, today, was exactly what she wanted to be. Miles away from Lorcan Miller, from Molly, from everything she felt snapping at her like a mousetrap. Even Dunrathway itself was coming to feel like a prison, since leaving school so prematurely she knew it was dismissing her, relegating her to a position of complete unimportance. All it expected of her now was that she should conform to its tastes, customs and standards: early marriage to a fisherman, children who would be raised the same way everyone’s were, eating the same food, wearing the same clothes, watching the same drivel on television. Physical survival was all that mattered, spiritual malnutrition would never even be noticed, much less considered important. If she didn’t get out, now while she had the chance, she would wizen and wither, dry out like a clump of seaweed beached far back in the sand dunes. Ten or fifteen years hence Aran Campion would be just another piece of jetsam, rough on the eye, stiff to the touch.




  She didn’t know yet what she really wanted, but she knew what she needed, and it wasn’t that. She must get out Was going to get out.




  There was nothing to keep her from calling Mrs Mitchell, right this minute. If she got the job, she could send money home, her parents would be better off, not worse. Only the thought of Conor made her hesitate, and the thought of what Dan and Eimear would say. She had become almost as fond of them as she was of her father . . . but she couldn’t stay here on their account. Not with Lorcan coming back next week.




  Would Eimear be angry? Or hurt, even, after all the trouble she had gone to? Would Conor mope and miss her? Yes. Of course he would miss her, of course Eimear would too. But she couldn’t live her life for them, or through them. She could write, keep in touch, maybe even come home some day when she’d saved up some money and there were more jobs to be had in Ireland. And London was so big, there was bound to be a night school of some kind in it somewhere, lots of buses that would make everything accessible.




  The phone sat on Moira’s desk. She had never used it, only taken incoming calls, but all she had to do was dial the digits as they appeared in the paper. Mr Miller would certainly query a call to London when the bill arrived, but if she got the job she would be gone by then, and it was his son who had brought this about. As Aran thought of Lorcan, she could feel the exact spot under her chin where his finger had touched her.




  She went to the telephone, picked it up and dialled the number.




  ‘Hello?’




  She was amazed by the speed at which Mrs Mitchell answered, all those miles away, and the clarity of her voice, so near she might as well be just round the corner.




  ‘Hello, Mrs Mitchell, my name is Aran Campion, I’m calling from Ferleague in Cork, about your ad in the Cork Examiner, for a—’




  A what was it? Oh God, what was that word again? She knew it meant child minder but she couldn’t remember what it was.




  ‘Oh, yes! I’ve had a few calls, it’s lovely to hear all these accents from home. I’m from Clonakilty myself, I know Ferleague.’




  She sounded so friendly that Aran’s fist unclenched from around the phone, her nerves relaxed – but other people had called too, she said?




  ‘Have you got someone already, Mrs Mitchell? Is the job gone?’




  ‘No. I wish it was, because I’m about to pop in eight weeks, I’d like it all settled. But nobody has been quite right so far. Tell me about yourself – Aran, is it? How old are you? What experience do you have?’




  ‘I’m eighteen, I have two little brothers. I’ve looked after them since they were babies—’ Pop? What did she mean, pop? Pop away somewhere? She hoped she’d figure it out before Mrs Mitchell figured out that she was only sixteen, and had been only four when her youngest brother was born.




  ‘Two little brothers? Oh, good. You know all about small boys, then! Ollie’s at the why stage, very lively. Would you be prepared to work odd hours, five days a week? Can you cook?’




  ‘Oh yes. I make wonderful spaghetti bol – bolognese.’




  ‘Oh, Ollie loves that! You’d have to take complete responsibility for him, you understand, because I’m out at work all day. And for the other little one when it arrives. What I need is a good bright girl who won’t get homesick like the last one, or complain about anything when I come home in the evenings, someone who’ll look after the children properly, amuse them as well, and pitch in with a bit of cooking or cleaning when need be. Would you be prepared to do all that?’




  ‘Oh, yes. I’m very good with children, and I don’t mind what hours I work.’




  ‘Well, that sounds great. I tell you what, why don’t you send me a letter with more details about yourself, a photograph and some references? Let me give you the address.’




  References. Desperately, Aran thought of Eimear.




  ‘Yes, I will, Mrs Mitchell. I’ll write it this evening, and post it first thing in the morning.’




  ‘Good. I’ll look forward to it. Thank you so much for calling, Aran.’




  The line went dead. Frantically, with mixed excitement and terror, Aran urged the day on until she could rush round to see Eimear.




  ‘London? Oh, Aran, but why? You’ve only been six months with Mr Miller! Aren’t you happy there?’




  ‘Yes, of course I am, it’s just that – oh, Eimear, I can’t explain! But please say you’ll write a reference for me, and take my photograph, I’ll have to take the film into Ferleague with me tomorrow and get it developed right away – please?’




  ‘Have you even talked to your parents about this?’




  ‘No, but I will, I know they’ll let me go, the house is too small for all of us . . .’




  ‘But you don’t know anything about this Mrs Mitchell’s house, or what kind of person she is. You’ll have to find out more about her.’




  ‘She’s from Clonakilty, and she sounds really nice.’




  Something, Eimear saw, had taken hold of Aran. Something that seemed to be driving her away at top speed.




  ‘Aran, is everything all right?’




  ‘Yes. Really it is. Eimear, when you take the photograph, will you lend me some make-up, help me to look a bit more – well, you know, mature?’




  ‘But you’re not mature. That’s the point. You’re far too young to go to London, all by yourself.’




  ‘But I’d be staying with a family – look, here’s the newspaper, you could ring Mrs Mitchell up and talk to her yourself.’




  ‘Well, I will, if you’re serious about this. But your mother will have to talk to her too.’




  Oh, why was Eimear putting so many obstacles in her path? Only because she was concerned, of course, and cared about her. She really did seem to care.




  ‘All right. I’ll ask Mother to come up here and you can both speak to Mrs Mitchell.’




  So it was Mother now, was it? Eimear thought a bit about that.




  And she thought how much she would miss Aran, how quiet life would be without her chatty visits, her quaint questions, her lovely smile. But the smile was different this evening. It wasn’t a child’s smile, but a young woman’s. A young woman who had made up her mind, for some very private reason, to go away.




  What had happened? What could be behind this rupture, this haste? Eimear felt the most terrible wrench, and knew that Dan would feel it too. Somehow Aran had got under their skin, come bounding into their home and their hearts like a little gazelle, shy but trusting, lapping up all the affection they could offer her. Why were those big eyes of hers so fearful tonight – fearful, and yet fixed on the future, in a foreign place? If she did not invite questions, she would not force them upon her . . . but why so far, and why so soon?




  ‘Could we take the photograph now, Eimear? Does your camera have a flash?’




  A flash. Aran would be gone in a flash. Gone to this woman in London – tonight if she were let.




  ‘Aran, calm down. This is going to take a little while.’




  ‘But the job will be gone! Shell give it to someone else.’




  ‘No, she won’t. If she thinks you’re right for her, she’ll wait. People always wait for what they know is right for them.’




  It took two weeks, finally, but it was done. Eimear was as wretched as Aran was elated, but she forced herself to draw comfort from the shining grey eyes, the bouncy step with which Aran came to see her almost every evening now, chattering and asking incessant questions about the city that was about to become her home. Eimear had been to London often as a student, and was glad of all the information and advice she could supply. Forewarned was forearmed.




  ‘It’s beautiful, Aran, but it’s very big. People don’t know each other as closely as they do in a small village. You mustn’t be disappointed if nobody has much time to talk to you.’




  ‘Oh, I’ll talk to them! I’m going to find a night school and try to get into a business course, I’ll make friends there.’




  ‘Good. When they ask what nine honours in the Intermediate Certificate means, tell them it’s the same as nine O-Levels. They’ll let you in on the spot. And I’ll write you another reference, as your teacher.’




  ‘Great. I’ll write too, Eimear. All the time. I’m thrilled to be going, but I’m really sorry to be leaving you and Dan.’




  ‘Are you?’




  ‘Yes. You’ve been so good to me . . . I love it here, in your house, you make me feel – oh, I don’t know – almost like your own daughter.’




  Eimear’s head was bent over the Christmas pudding she was stirring, and for several seconds she did not look up.




  ‘I’m glad you’re not going before Christmas, Aran. That would have been awful for – for your parents.’




  Did Eimear’s voice sound a little bit wobbly? Was she really going to miss her, that much? Climbing down from the ladder on which she was decorating the Christmas tree, Aran crossed the room and went to her.




  ‘I wouldn’t do that to them, Eimear. I wouldn’t do it to you and Dan. Ill come up here after Mass on Christmas morning, with a present for you, and we’ll have a lovely time.’




  ‘Yes, we will. Dan and I have a present for you too, something we hope you’ll really like.’




  ‘Oh, Eimear. You’ve given me so much already . . . I feel terrible about not staying in the job you got me.’




  ‘Did anything go wrong with it, Aran? Did someone upset you?’




  ‘No . . . it was just that I could see I’d never get promoted as long as Moira was there, or learn anything more than I’d learned already.’




  ‘You won’t learn much from minding a toddler – and I thought you said you didn’t like babies?’




  ‘No. I said that I didn’t want them myself. Not that I didn’t like them. D’you know, it was funny, I was passing by the church this morning and I went in to see the crib, there was this big chubby infant Jesus in it and I wondered if he looked like baby Ollie!’




  Eimear paused.




  ‘Aran, you will be careful in London, won’t you?’




  ‘Yes. Mother says it’s full of vice and wickedness and I’m to carry a hatpin with me everywhere I go. Watch out for pickpockets, carry my bag under my arm and lock all doors at all times.’




  ‘She’s spoken to you, then? There’s nothing you – you’d maybe like to ask me?’




  Aran thought for a moment, plunged her hands into the pockets of her skirt and took a deep breath.




  ‘Could I – would you – Eimear, would you ever explain about men?’




  Her face was so nakedly curious, so naive but resolute that Eimear had to laugh.




  ‘Certainly. Where would you like to start?’




  ‘At the very beginning. All I know is that Achill is a horrible lout, and Dursey’s getting as bad, and some of their friends are disgusting little brats. Other than that, I haven’t a clue.’




  ‘Well then, let’s sit down and get comfortable. Men aren’t all horrible, but they’re not all like Dan or Conor either. Some of them are overgrown children, a menace to themselves and everyone else.’




  Exactly, Aran thought, like Lorcan Miller. I know what he wanted to do is called rape, but I don’t know precisely what that is. Something dreadful unless you’re married and want to do it yourself. Some of the girls say they want to do it, Deirdre Devlin even says she has done it. I suppose I should read the same magazines they read, but they’re so expensive, and anyway I’d rather ask Eimear. If she and Dan do it, it can’t be so bad.




  An hour later, Dan came home to find his wife howling with laughter on the sofa with Aran Campion, wiping away tears of incoherent hilarity. It was good to see someone making her laugh, but he was bemused by the extent of it.




  ‘What’s the joke, girls?’




  Speechless, Aran burst into renewed shrieks and giggles, shaking her mass of hair helplessly at the mere sight of him, leaving Eimear to make some stab at explaining.




  ‘I – I’m afraid you are, Dan!’




  ‘Me? What did I do?’




  The two collapsed again, clutching each other as they fought for composure. Eventually Aran staggered breathlessly to her feet, gasping and grinning from ear to ear.




  ‘I think I’d better go. Thanks for a great afternoon, Eimear. Thanks a million.’




  Dan thought she looked unusually fetching as she pulled a pink sweater on over her skirt, its colour matching her blushes. She rarely laughed aloud like this, but he thought she should do it more often, it made those serious grey eyes look altogether stunning. But he couldn’t imagine what he had done that she should survey him so acerbically, suddenly, on her way out.
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