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For the ordinary people in extraordinary
times whose stories are seldom told









Visitors to the west coast of Ireland won’t find Finfarran.


The peninsula, its inhabitants and those of Hanna Casey’s


London exist only in the author’s imagination.









Prologue


A hawk drifted lazily over Finfarran, carried by currents of air and the strength of her outspread wings. Far below, a library van stood outside the county-council building in Carrick, where figures emerging from offices were moving with the purposeful energy of workers making for home. Sloping and spiralling, the hawk flew westward. To her right was a compact market town and long, golden beaches backed by sand dunes starred with wildflowers. To the left, rolling hills rose above a forest to become a majestic mountain range that guarded the end of the tapering peninsula. Beyond the distant mountains was a little fishing port, which, since the advent of a road that ran in a straight line from Carrick, boasted luxury spa hotels and a sparkling marina beside which visitors sipped spritzers and wondered whether to choose steak frites or go for the catch of the day.


It was late afternoon at the start of summer. As the bird flew on, the landscape below became increasingly rugged, and the turquoise white-crested waves hurled themselves against higher cliffs. Losing height, she sheered away over farmland, where barns were readied for harvests that were still growing in fields. Beneath her, spilling out onto a road that led to a farmyard gate, were rows of parked cars. Foreshortened to a manikin from the hawk’s lofty viewpoint, a girl got out of one and, balancing a plate against a hip, slammed and locked the car door.


Here the roads were narrow and the ditches that lined them were topped with heather and furze. The hawk circled deliberately. This was her hunting ground. The land above which she hovered was bounded by dry-stone walls, and her prey lived between them on lush pasture grazed by cattle and sheep. Wings whirring, she held her position, her talons outstretched and her bright yellow eye seeking movement. In the cropped grass a small creature stirred and darted towards a wall on which patches of lichen gleamed like silver coins. The hawk dropped instantly, but too late. Reaching shelter, the creature scurried behind an outcrop of brambles and found safety by grey stone between flowers and thorns.


As the bird whirled and regained height, a flight feather fell from her wing. A kaleidoscope of black, brown and grey, it spun gently, skimmed fields and ditches, and came to rest by a stream. She flew on and the feather was held in a tangle of fluttering grasses, the point of its quill dipped deep in rust-coloured mud. High above, the hawk stretched her wings, and made steadily for the mountains, which for centuries had offered safety to shadowy groups who lit secret fires and dreamed of a new day.









Chapter One


The farm kitchen was full of sunlight, subdued chatter and plates of ham sandwiches. Aideen had put the baby monitor on the work surface next to the kettle so she could lean in and hear Ronan’s breathing. When she moved away, carrying cups or a steaming glass smelling of cloves and brown sugar, the soft snuffles from upstairs would give way to the sounds around her – murmured condolences, family reminiscences and the renewed acquaintance of neighbours who had long left Finfarran. Conor, Joe and Una were sitting side by side on upright chairs. Aideen knew Conor was longing to come and help her, but he and Joe couldn’t leave their mother to shake all those hands alone. As each group entered, carrying tins of homemade buns or platters covered with tea-towels, some neighbour already installed with a drink would relieve them of their burdens, allowing them to join the queue passing the three kitchen chairs. The door was open, giving a view of ginger cats asleep on a sun-warmed flagstone, then a glimpse of the corner of the cowshed and the orchard beyond the yard. It was early summer and the trees had shed their white petals, leaving knots of green apples swelling on branches stippled with grey lichen.


Someone arrived with a Tupperware box and, as Aideen looked for somewhere to put it, her cousin Bríd held out a hand. ‘Give it here to me. Will I stick it in the fridge?’


‘There’s no room.’


Bríd rolled her eyes. ‘Wouldn’t you think they’d know we’d be all right for the catering? I mean, duh, we do run a deli.’


‘I know, but it’s—’


‘Don’t tell me. Tradition.’


‘Well, yeah. And kind. I mean, most people don’t know how else to show sympathy.’


‘Well, I don’t know who’ll be comforted by a box of cocktail sausages.’ Seeing Aideen’s face, Bríd’s voice changed. ‘Look, are you okay? Don’t you want to sit with Conor?’


‘I’m happier being useful.’


‘Why not take a cup of tea and go up and check on Ronan?’


‘Well …’


‘Go on. I’ll serve drinks, and half the parish is stacking the dishwasher. Take a breather. You’ve been on your feet since we came back from the graveyard.’


Conor was shaking hands with Hanna Casey, Ronan’s godmother, and hugging Hanna’s daughter, Jazz, who’d been at school with Bríd and Aideen. He’d gone to the same school, as had Dan, Bríd’s boyfriend. Aideen watched, thinking it was strange that she who, at twenty-two, was the youngest of the four girls, should be the one who was married with a baby. These days, the few years between them didn’t appear to mean much to the others, but to her they still mattered. Though she liked Jazz, and Bríd had always been like a big sister, Aideen was shy and always felt happiest in the background – even today, when she was what the priest had called a ‘chief mourner’. The words felt too big for her, yet the priest was right. Her father-in-law’s death meant that Conor would now be farming alone with the help of the hired labourer. Although Joe was the elder brother, he had no interest in farming: he was married and working in Cork, and tomorrow, when he and his wife, Eileen, had gone, Aideen, Conor and Una would be left to cope with the aftermath of death.


The thought of life without Paddy’s presence made Aideen’s eyes fill with tears. Bríd gave her a gentle push. ‘Go on upstairs and have a lie-down.’ She poured a mug of tea and folded a biscuit in a napkin. ‘That’s one of my professional proper chocolate-chip cookies. Two euro fifty a throw in the deli, so mind you appreciate it. You’ll be eating your own profits.’


At the mention of the deli, Aideen looked concerned. ‘Listen, I’ll be in to work tomorrow. It’s one of my days.’


‘You will not. Pavel will take your shift.’


‘But he’s not rostered.’


‘Ah, for feck’s sake, Ade, would you have a bit of sense? We own the place, you and me. The staff does what it’s told.’ Seeing Aideen’s face, Bríd’s voice softened again. ‘Don’t look like that. Pavel will be fine. He sent his condolences. Now, will you take your tea and go and have a rest?’


Ronan was sleeping deeply. The window was half open and the sound of sheep calling to lambs drifted down from a hill field. Aideen lay on the bed holding her mug and propped up by pillows. Though Bríd’s baking was delicious, she’d set aside the cookie and was gulping the scalding tea, thinking how weird it was that bereavement, which seemed to throw up the oddest random memories, also made you thirsty all the time. A gurgle from the cot made her turn to Ronan, who’d woken and kicked off his blanket. As she swung her legs from the bed and reached down to lift him, the door opened and Conor looked into the bedroom. ‘How’s the little guy?’


‘Grand. He was fast asleep till just now.’


Conor came and sat on the bed beside her, taking Ronan and bouncing him on his knee. ‘I’ll have to see to the cows.’


‘Are there still crowds below?’


‘It’s emptying out a bit.’


‘Una must be exhausted.’


‘I know. It cuts both ways, though, doesn’t it? It’s great to see the big turnout.’


Aideen put out her hand. Conor’s sun-bleached hair felt as soft as the fair, fuzzy down on Ronan’s head. She wished he didn’t have to change his clothes and go up to the shed for the milking but, as he’d said that morning, cows took no account of burials. Ruffling his hair, she said, ‘You can put your feet up when you’re done.’


‘No, I’ll shower and get back into the suit. There’ll probably be another crowd through this evening when people have finished work.’


‘Paddy was really respected. Listen, I’ll change this fella and come downstairs in a minute. You go on up to the cows.’


‘Right so.’ Conor stood up and kissed her. ‘It’s really something, isn’t it? I mean, Paddy hadn’t been to the mart for years, or even down the pub. He was practically a recluse. But I’d say the best part of Finfarran has come to give him a good send-off.’


By the time Aideen came down to the kitchen, Joe and his wife had said their goodbyes and driven off in their new Range Rover, and Una had moved to an easy chair by the range. Jazz and her mum were helping Bríd to clear plates and dishes, and Hanna’s mother, Mary Casey, was ensconced opposite Una with a hot whiskey toddy and a plate of butterfly buns. Aideen went to join Bríd, holding Ronan against her shoulder. Hanna, to whom she hadn’t had a chance to speak earlier, smiled and said she was sorry for her trouble. Aideen smiled back. ‘Thanks, that’s kind of you. You really don’t need to be doing this.’


Hanna handed a casserole dish to Bríd. ‘I’m just giving Mary a while with Una. I’ll take her away shortly.’


Aideen hastily assured her that Mary was very welcome, and Hanna acknowledged the form of words with a grin. ‘Well, she wanted to come and pay her respects, so I gave her a lift over. But no one knows better than I do that my mother can be wearing.’


Bríd was packing cutlery into a box. ‘We’ll be off too when Dan’s ready. If people come by this evening, I’d say you’ll have enough plates and cutlery yourself.’


‘We’ll be fine. We often feed a dozen when the silage contractors are here.’ Aideen looked round. ‘Where’s Dan gone?’


‘Up to help Conor. Mind you, Dan wouldn’t know one end of a cow from the other unless she came with sails or an outboard engine. Still, I guess he’ll be able to hose things down. He brought boots.’


The baby was straining sideways, having caught sight of Una. Aideen carried him over and Una took him on her lap. Mary Casey was a large-bosomed, good-looking widow in her seventies, wearing an outfit chosen to be suitable for a funeral yet smart enough to cut a dash at the gathering back at the farm. ‘I’ve been telling Una I’m sorry for your trouble. Paddy McCarthy was a good man. Strange in his ways latterly, mind, but that was the medication. Time and again I’ve said to my neighbour you’d have to forgive the poor man for being surly. For all you’d be miffed when he wouldn’t so much as salute you on the road.’


Aideen flushed. ‘He wasn’t surly.’


Mary pursed her lips judicially. ‘No, fair play, you’re right there, he wasn’t. He was … What’ll I call it? Distant. But a good man. And a fine farmer, by all accounts, before he had that fall. But, God, wasn’t it terrible soon you lost him? He couldn’t have been more than fifty-six or -seven.’ This statement of the obvious made Aideen wince, but Una, with more experience of the ritual of funerals, replied that Paddy had indeed been young. Mary’s attention switched abruptly to the baby. ‘Do you know what it is? That child hasn’t put up an ounce since I last saw him. He must be past eight months now, is he, Aideen?’


Una laughed. ‘The clinic is perfectly happy with him, Mary. He takes after Conor, who takes after me, the way Joe takes after Paddy.’


Sparring being the only form of conversation Mary knew, she nodded with the air of one conceding a hard-fought point. ‘And, to give Conor his due, Una, he got your looks as well as the slim cut of you. You did well to catch him, Aideen. No, I’m saying nothing, only that the child will never be the size of Paddy. But, with any luck, he won’t have poor Paddy’s ill-health either. Is it true, Una, it was a stroke that took him?’


‘Yes.’


‘But he hadn’t been right for years.’


‘No, but, like you said, that was the fall. He was in a lot of pain from his back and he missed working on the farm.’


‘They tell me he got depression?’


‘Yes. And you’re right, there was a lot of medication. It pulled him down.’


Mary flicked a crumb from her blouse and refocused on Ronan. ‘And that poor scrap will be growing up now without having a granddad on either side. Isn’t that the way of the world, though? One generation’s folly falls on another.’ Apparently unaware of the surge of colour to Aideen’s face, Mary reached complacently for her glass. At that moment, an elderly man appeared at the door to the yard and, with a flick of her eyes, Una suggested that Aideen should go and greet him.


As she crossed the kitchen, Aideen was aware she’d been given a chance to escape. It was silly, she thought, to get annoyed, and shaming that Una, who’d just lost her husband, should have coped with Mary Casey’s pinpricks so much better than she had. And what else could you expect from Mary? Even in her kindest moments, she could never resist a hit. Pulling herself together, Aideen smiled at Fury O’Shea, who was standing in the doorway. ‘It’s good of you to come by, Fury. Let me get you a drink. Where’s The Divil?’


‘Outside in the van. It wouldn’t be proper to bring him in today.’


Unlike Mary, Fury hadn’t dressed for the occasion. His cracked boots, ingrained with cement dust, were clearly those of a builder and his hands were thrust into the pockets of his torn waxed jacket. A lanky man who’d spent much of his life on construction sites in England, he wore corduroy trousers tucked into his socks and the eyes above his beaky nose were shrewd under an ancient woolly hat. Beyond his shoulder, Aideen could see the battered red van parked next to the cowshed, and Fury’s Jack Russell terrier, with his front paws on the dashboard, peering through the windscreen.


‘You could keep him under your arm.’


‘Not at all. He’ll settle and have a sleep for himself. Anyway, if I let him out he’d only be chasing after your cats.’ It was unheard of for The Divil to misbehave while with his master, but Aideen nodded, touched by Fury’s sense of propriety. Having shaken her hand, he crossed the room to Una, leaving a series of powdery footprints behind him, and, removing his hat, began what appeared to be a formal speech. Aideen became aware of the evening light slanting across the yard. Ronan was happy in Una’s arms, and everyone else seemed content to be chatting or clearing up. So she stepped over the threshold and, with the breeze lifting her red-gold curls, walked up to the orchard above the house.


There’d been a brief shower as they’d driven home from the graveyard, and the unmown grass at the foot of the trees still glittered with fallen raindrops. Only a week earlier, as protection from hungry birds, Paddy had spread old net curtains over the gooseberry bushes. The green globes had yet to swell on the long, prickly branches but, like the apples, they were already full of the promise of summer. The oldest trees in the McCarthys’ orchard had stood for three generations. A Bramley and a crab-apple planted by Conor’s great-grandmother had still been producing fruit when Joe was little, but the Bramley had fallen in a storm in the week that Conor was born. When Una brought him home to the farm from the hospital, she set a replacement tree that they always called Conor’s and, hearing the story, Aideen had decided to do the same for Ronan. They’d planted it under Paddy’s instruction on a day when the blue air had rung with birdsong and, before Conor spread the root ball and lowered it into the hole, Aideen had dropped a silver coin into the dark earth. All three had spat on the roots, to bring good luck to the tree, then Conor and Paddy had trampled it in and replaced the turned-back sods of grass around it. It stood there now in gallant leaf, sheltered by a gnarled damson tree that was low-growing and resistant to the wind.


Aideen closed her hand around the little tree’s slender trunk. She’d felt overwhelmed when Conor had first introduced her to his family and, though she’d done her best, had been at a loss to know how to converse. Paddy had noticed and, despite his dislike of company, had joined them for tea in the kitchen and been kind to her. With her council-house upbringing, she had known little about the land, but Paddy had sensed her deep affinity with it. A quiet, often inarticulate, friendship had grown up between them and, while Una was equally welcoming and Aideen had come to love her, time spent with Paddy had always felt precious. His depression was a subject never spoken of in the house but, here in the garden or on walks by the river, he’d talked to Aideen about it. ‘It comes out of nowhere for no reason, that’s the awful part. I feel I might lose my grip and disappear into the dark. But you know what keeps me anchored? You do.’


‘Me?’


‘You and Conor and Ronan. And Una. Ordinary life going on. Seeds planted and crops growing, lambs being born and kept warm by the range.’


‘But they die, don’t they? The lambs. We raise sheep for slaughter.’


‘Everything dies, girl. Lambs and flowers and grain that’s cut down to make bread. Whatever lives dies eventually. That’s Nature’s way.’


Grasping the smooth trunk of Ronan’s tree, Aideen closed her eyes. Paddy hadn’t seemed to think of death as darkness. What he’d hated was the depression that had made his life so hard. Not that you’d want him gone, but at least that was over now. And he wasn’t really gone. Una had said so this morning. He was still here in the land, and in Conor and the baby. Ronan would grow up knowing all about him. He’d learn things from Conor, as Conor had learned from Paddy, and as Paddy had learned from Conor’s granddad before him. He’d know where he belonged, and where he came from. Only someone like me could understand how important this is, thought Aideen. Only someone who hadn’t known her own father at all.









Chapter Two


Carrick, Finfarran’s sprawling county town, had grown up in the shadow of a medieval castle. Between it and the little fishing port, with its luxury marina, was the market town of Lissbeg, where Aideen and Bríd had opened their deli and Hanna Casey was the local librarian.


Woken by a bird chirping outside her window, Hanna stretched and felt her usual rush of astonished contentment. Resting her chin on her up-drawn knees, she considered the lofty room with its floor-to-ceiling windows and the stunning view down the Hag’s Glen to chequered farmland and a strip of dark forest. Far beyond the trees, visible from the first-floor bedroom, the turquoise ocean glinted under a cloudless sky. Here I am, she thought, living in this beautiful place designed by the man I love, with a bad divorce behind me and a job I enjoy to get up for. Beside her, Brian stirred and rolled over. ‘Sleep well?’


‘Perfectly. I’ve hardly been awake five minutes.’


‘You’re looking very smug, what are you thinking?’


‘Smug? Don’t be beastly. I was thinking how happy you make me.’


‘That’s nice.’ Brian propped himself on his elbow and reached up to kiss her. ‘What time is it?’


‘Time we were both getting ready for work.’ Hanna threw back the duvet and, ignoring his protest, rolled out of bed. There was a buzz from her phone, which she’d left on the dressing-table, and, shrugging on her kimono, she went to check it.


‘What is it?’


‘A text from my mother.’ Hanna held out the phone and Brian read the text. YOU CAN DROP ME IN SOME SQUIRTYP CREQAM ON YOLUR WAY INTO WORK. Immediately a second message appeared on the screen. AND GLOVES IM DOING AN APPLETA RT.


Brian assumed a poker face. ‘I’m saying nothing.’


With a reluctant laugh, Hanna subsided on the edge of the bed. ‘The garage shop always has cans of cream.’


‘And the gloves?’


‘You know that’s not what she meant.’


‘I certainly do. I’ve had Mary’s apple tart. Three cloves to a slice.’


‘I doubt if the garage keeps whole cloves. There’s a packet of ground ones here in the kitchen, though.’


‘They won’t be right.’


‘Of course they won’t. Nothing ever is with Mary.’ Hanna stood up. ‘I’ll take our cloves and, if the garage doesn’t have whole ones, she’ll just have to settle for what she gets. We’ve been summoned to a county library meeting, which means I’ve a whole day’s admin to get through this morning.’


‘What’s the meeting?’


‘God knows.’ Hanna laughed. ‘It was one of Tim’s pompous emails, shrouded in secrecy and signed “T. Slattery, Finfarran County Librarian”, as if we were all going to scratch our heads and wonder who sent it.’


‘I’ll be working in the office. Do you fancy dinner in Carrick?’


Brian’s office in Carrick was in the same complex as the county library and, as Finfarran’s county architect, his position in the council’s hierarchy was precisely equal to Tim’s in terms of prestige. But, in appearance, character and attitude to their work, they couldn’t have been more different. Brian, who was tall, wore his dark hair short and dressed in jeans and T-shirts, or linen shirts, and unstructured jackets. He bought the best clothes he could afford, wore them for years and replaced them without much thought, his mind always on the next scheme he was building. Tim was a short, middle-aged man with a brush of iron-grey hair and a predilection for three-piece suits, snakeskin shoes and silk handkerchiefs. His focus on his own importance, rather than his job, irritated Hanna and he was sharp enough to see and resent her efforts to conceal it.


She smiled across at Brian. ‘Dinner would be great.’


‘Give me a call when you’re done and I’ll come and collect you.’


‘It’ll be something to look forward to. Actually, the thought of it may just keep me sane. I’d prepared myself to put up with Tim but I hadn’t planned to start the day running errands for my mother.’


‘I could try to find whole cloves somewhere further afield and drop them round.’


‘No, it’s fine. She’s my problem, not yours.’ Though Hanna spoke lightly, there was an undertone of tension that wasn’t lost on Brian. Getting up, he drew her to the window. ‘In that case, all I can offer is brilliant design and location. See?’ Swinging open the tall window, he indicated the view. ‘Living here puts everything into perspective.’ As they stood looking down the glen, he could feel her shoulders relax, so he tried again. ‘It’s no trouble to go foraging for Mary. I’ve got time today, and you haven’t.’


Hanna grinned. ‘And I suppose you’re going to say you enjoy her company.’


He grinned back, making a show of choosing his words carefully. ‘She can be amusing.’


‘So people tell me.’ Hanna slipped from his arm and made for the shower. ‘People who haven’t had to put up with her as long as I have!’


Hanna’s library was housed in the Old Convent Centre, in what had been Lissbeg’s former convent school’s assembly hall. The buildings were now home to a mix of council amenities, and a café stood in what had once been the nuns’ private garden. Recently, it had been leased by Bríd and Aideen, as an extension of their deli on the opposite side of the street. Having skipped breakfast to make time for Mary’s errands, Hanna stopped off at the café on her way into work. When she tapped on the glass door, Dan Cafferky, Bríd’s boyfriend, opened it. ‘How’s it going, Miss Casey?’


‘Grand, thanks, Dan. I’m sorry to come knocking.’


‘No bother, I was about to open anyway. I told Bríd I’d do the morning shift. We’re a bit short-handed this week with Aideen off.’


‘I just wanted coffee and a croissant to take away.’


‘Sure thing.’ A pile of boxes on the counter contained wraps and sandwiches made that morning at the deli. As Hanna perched on a stool awaiting her coffee, Dan transferred them to a cooler unit, and arranged cakes and pastries under glass covers. She asked him how Aideen was and received the conventional answer. ‘As well as can be expected. They’re all a bit shook at the farm.’


‘It was very sudden.’


‘Bríd says Aideen’s determined not to let it affect the business. Which is good. I mean, we’re at a dodgy point, having taken on the café.’


How interesting, thought Hanna, that he’d twice used the pronoun ‘we’. As far as she knew, Dan made his living by taking tourists out in his fishing boat, and only helped at the café occasionally. She wondered if he’d become an associate in the cousins’ business, like Conor who, since marrying Aideen, was growing produce for the deli. Or if, having moved in with Bríd, he’d begun to feel proprietorial. If that’s so, she told herself, there’s sure to be squalls ahead. Though she hardly knew Dan, she was fond of Conor, who’d once worked as her part-time assistant, and for a moment she considered asking more questions. But professional instinct made her wary of gossip so, taking her coffee and the warm golden croissant, she set off across the nuns’ garden to wrestle with her admin.


For a branch library in a small town, Hanna’s workplace punched well above its weight. It had recently been extended to showcase a medieval psalter, a permanent loan made to the nation on the sole condition that it be exhibited in Lissbeg. The extension designed to house the exquisite book of psalms had been funded by its donor, Charles Aukin, an American who’d married the heir to Carrick’s medieval castle. He was a retired banker whose eccentricity matched Tim Slattery’s – but while Tim’s was cultivated to suggest importance, Charles appeared to indulge in his simply for amusement. Drinking her coffee in the staff kitchenette, Hanna smiled at the thought of how the psalter had changed her life. When Charles had approached the authorities there had been plans to close Lissbeg Library, which were hastily dropped when the council was informed of the terms of his offer. The reversal had given Hanna far more than just job security or even the joy of having such a treasure in her care. Brian had been tasked with designing the psalter’s state-of-the-art exhibition space, and it was then that they’d fallen in love.


By 2.30 p.m. the county library’s staff room in Carrick was full of people who had no idea why they’d been summoned. Tim made a habit of arriving late to meetings and, in his absence, everyone was either chatting or scrolling through emails. Beside Hanna was her colleague Owen, an unassuming man in his early thirties. There wasn’t much scope in Lissbeg’s library for his specialist skill as an archivist, but he’d taken the job to be near friends and family. Such a different career path from mine, thought Hanna, idly. When I started out, I was desperate to get as far as I could from Finfarran. With no desire to check her phone and discover more texts from Mary, she let her thoughts drift into the past.


Having gone to London, she’d fallen in love, become Mrs Malcolm Turner, and abandoned a lifelong dream of being an art librarian. Then, after twenty years of marriage, she’d discovered her husband was a serial cheater. Furious and heartbroken, she’d returned to Ireland, reluctantly accepted a home for Jazz and herself with her mother and, having reverted to her maiden name, taken the Lissbeg job to pay her bills. But all that was what Jazz referred to as ancient history. Look at me now, thought Hanna, so fulfilled and so contented, and not just because I met Brian. I honestly believe I’m happier than I would have been in some glamorous art gallery. Maybe I needed to go away to rediscover my roots.


The door opened and Tim arrived, carrying a folder containing the meeting’s agenda. ‘I’m sorry if you feel you’ve been kept in the dark, but it seemed wisest not to circulate this in advance.’ Hanna suspected that no one had been bothered, but a few of Tim’s cronies played along, handling the pages he passed around with as much care as if they’d been live grenades. When Hanna’s reached her, she saw it consisted of a single item next to a stamp saying ‘IMPORTANCE’ with a tick in a box marked ‘HIGH’. The item simply read ‘Local History Archive’ so, none the wiser, everyone looked at Tim. He wore a gold hunter attached by a chain to his waistcoat, reminding Hanna of the White Rabbit’s watch in Alice in Wonderland.


‘So here’s the thing and it’s pretty damned exciting.’ Pausing for effect, Tim joined the tips of his fingers. ‘What you see before you is a golden opportunity, which, I assure you, won’t come our way again. Nothing less than a chance to position Finfarran’s library system front and centre on the national stage.’ There was a pause in which the younger members of his staff looked excited, and Hanna and her contemporaries avoided each other’s eyes. Assuming that Tim’s announcement was true, one thing was certain. You’ll be the one on stage, thought Hanna wryly. You’ll be front and centre, beaming at the cameras, and we’ll be kept in the background. Probably staggering under the weight of extra, unwelcome work.


Three hours later they all surged into the corridor, where Hanna found Brian leaning against the wall. He waved and approached, nodding at Tim. ‘Are you done?’


Tim clapped him on the shoulder. ‘We got through some serious planning, and now I’d say it’s definitely gin o’clock.’


There was general consensus that a drink would be good and Brian turned to Hanna. ‘What do you think?’ Before she could answer, Tim announced that only the Royal Victoria Hotel served halfway drinkable gin. As the prices there were far higher than in the nearest pub, several people sloped away, saying they ought to get home, but two or three agreed with Tim and began to stride towards the lift. In the bustle, Brian drew Hanna aside, his eyes dancing. ‘You may not want to hear this.’


‘What?’


‘I was going to book dinner in the Royal Victoria’s grill.’


‘No! We’ll be dragged into the bar and I’ve had quite enough of Tim.’


‘Shall we just go home?’


‘Yes. Or – no, let’s not. Let’s go to the beach and have burgers. Huge ones, and proper bags of chips.’ She took his arm and guided him towards the staircase. ‘There’s a guy on the road to Trawncarriga beach who sells burgers from a van. Quick, though. He’ll be gone if we don’t get a move on.’


The turn-off for Trawncarriga was a few miles outside Carrick, a one-track road where the tarmac was covered with sand blown from the dunes. They reached the van just as the man who owned it was closing up. ‘I can do you doubles, if you like. I’ve a few left over.’


Hanna looked up at him, brushing her hair from her eyes. ‘Go for it.’


‘Right so, and you might as well have the rest of the chips in the tray.’


They carried their paper parcels into the sand dunes, to a point from which they could see the incoming tide. Hanna sat down next to a spiky clump of marram grass. ‘This is so what I need after three hours of Tim’s empire-building.’ She shifted to lean against Brian’s shoulder, took a deep breath and relaxed. ‘Sea air, salty chips and a double cheeseburger.’


‘Don’t blame me if you keel over with a heart attack.’


‘I won’t. I’ll die happy. Look at that sky.’


The expanse of blue was dotted with scudding clouds, mirroring the white crests of the rolling waves on the beach below. Brian unwrapped his chips, which were dripping with vinegar. ‘Chances are that you’ll die of thirst by the time we’ve eaten this lot.’


‘We can stop for a drink in a pub on our way home.’


‘Gin?’


‘Anything but!’ She bit into her burger. ‘How was your day?’


‘Uneventful. Tell me what Tim is planning.’


‘It’s quite interesting, actually. Owen is pleased. You know there’s a local-history collection in Carrick?’ Hanna dug in her bag for a tissue to spread on her knee. ‘Back in 2016, Tim did a local-radio appeal for material relating to the Easter Rising. For the centenary commemorations. But he had no proper plan, and there was no funding. Essentially, it was Tim wanting his fifteen minutes of fame.’


‘So what’s happened now?’


Hanna snorted. ‘A bigger and better chance of media coverage.’


‘For Tim?’


‘Yep. This time it’s the War of Independence commemorations. The difference is that there’s funding for a nationwide initiative. Open up libraries’ local-history archives. Set up display boards in rural branches. That sort of thing.’


‘When does it kick off?’


‘Local displays are supposed to be organised by the winter. Then there’s a national launch. The idea is to cover the Civil War too.’


‘That’s a serious chunk of history.’


‘I suppose you can’t explain things otherwise. After all, one led to the other. The War of Independence, 1919 to 1921, then a year or so of civil war about the terms of the treaty made with Britain. Officially the fighting was over by May 1923.’


Brian screwed up his chip paper and anchored it with his foot. ‘So, what do you think?’


‘That it’s going to be a heap of hard work. But Owen’s right. It should be fascinating. Like a treasure hunt.’ A gust of wind whipped foam from the waves and sand, sharp as tiny needles, swept across the dunes. Suddenly Hanna shivered. ‘It’s getting chilly, isn’t it?’


Brian frowned. ‘Do you think so? I don’t. Here, have my jacket.’ Licking her fingers, she smiled across at him. ‘No, I’m fine. Really. Just a ghost walking over my grave.’









Chapter Three


Mary Casey stood at the bus stop across the road from her bright pink bungalow. A stream of traffic was bowling towards Carrick, hurling muddy splashes onto the pavement. It was 9 a.m. In half an hour the rain would have cleared and the rush-hour would be over, but neither time nor tide ever changed Mary’s arrangements. She liked to be up and doing of a morning and disapproved of lolling about in a dressing-gown over your eggs. What was needed, in her view, was an organised schedule for the day’s proceedings, starting with a whip around with a soapy mop. There was no point in starting the dishwasher till the evening. Not when you lived alone and the price of electric had gone through the roof. Still, she liked the place to be decent in case anybody came by. A neighbour, say, dropping in for a chat or, for that matter, the postman. You wouldn’t want people telling each other you kept an untidy house.


Glancing at her watch, Mary observed that the bus was running late. She was clicking her tongue impatiently when a car drew into the kerb, and her granddaughter Jazz called through the window: ‘Hi, there! Do you need a lift to Lissbeg?’


As Mary prepared to get in, Jazz leaned over and moved a briefcase from the passenger seat. She was smartly dressed in a tailored suit and her shirt was crisply ironed. Mary gave her a covert glance of approval. Whatever you might say about Hanna’s cheating ex-husband, you had to admit that Jazz had turned out well. Loving, clever, and a credit to her mother, though it didn’t do to tell Hanna so, and sassy enough to hold her own if it came to a war of words. Controlled irritation always annoyed Mary, who liked nothing better than what she called ‘a good, clean row’. Jazz enjoyed standing up to her and they shared a wayward sense of humour, which meant that their fiercest spats often ended in laughter. Besides, Jazz was deeply fond of her gran, whose home had provided comfort and stability when she’d found herself living there after her parents’ bitter divorce. A Jasmine among a classful of Ciaras, Kians, Patricks and Saoirses, even her name had made life in her new school difficult, and Mary’s unwavering partisanship had supported her at a time when she’d felt she’d never find her feet.


Drawing her seatbelt across her ample bosom, Mary remarked that she needed a jar of cloves. ‘Your mam gave me ground ones last week and, my God, they’re wojeous.’


‘If you don’t like Mum’s, why not buy your own?’


‘What do you think I was doing standing there by the road in the rain? I’m well able to do my own shopping, and if the damn bus had been on time I wouldn’t be sitting here taking cheek from you, miss!’


The mandatory initial skirmish over, Mary sat back, delighted to see that Jazz looked both pretty and happy. Her glossy black hair was stylishly cut and her smile was open and warm, unlike the tense, aggressive expression she’d worn as a teenager. ‘How are things going at work?’


‘Fine. We’re expanding all the time.’


‘There’s a big market in smelly soaps, then?’


‘I’m not going through this again, Nan. We don’t make smelly soaps. We make cosmetic products from locally sourced organic ingredients. And you needn’t pretend you didn’t love that conditioner I gave you. I bet you’ve used it down to the last drop.’


‘I haven’t opened it.’


‘Well, you should. Tell me what you think of it and I’ll let you try another. Or a marigold face mask. What d’you reckon? Or a dandelion rinse.’


‘I was mashing dandelions for hairwash long before you were born or thought of. What I want, these days, is something properly made in a sterile lab.’


‘Our manufacturing conditions are impeccable.’ Jazz glanced in the mirror and changed lanes before taking the turn-off for Lissbeg. ‘Did you genuinely make dandelion hairwash?’


‘I did. And it was the same recipe my grandmother used to cure bedwetting.’


‘No!’


‘I’m telling you. She dosed you late in the afternoon so you’d nothing left to piss out when you got to bed.’


‘I never knew you were a bedwetter.’


With immense dignity, Mary replied that her grandmother had treated the neighbours’ children. ‘So you can take that look off your face right now, and not go round spreading tales.’


‘We’ll call it insider knowledge. I’ll sign an NDA if you like.’


‘I’ve no notion what that is, and I don’t want to be told.’ Feeling she’d let her guard down, Mary went into attack: ‘I suppose you’re still delighted with your bockety old shed on the side of the cliff.’


Jazz grinned. ‘We’re not going through this again, either. I love living in Maggie’s place, and if you weren’t trying to pick a fight you’d admit you were happy for me.’


‘I never said I wasn’t.’


‘Good. Because I adore the house and I can’t believe how lucky I am that Mum let me rent it when she moved in with Brian.’


‘Lucky to live in Maggie’s place? There’s times you’re as daft as your mother.’


For once, Jazz took time before she replied. She knew that life in the bungalow had been exhausting for her mum. Though Mary had taken them in without hesitation, she’d repeatedly announced that only a fool would have married Malcolm Turner. ‘He might be a high-flying barrister but he’s a pup and, in my day, women were better judges of character.’ Much of Mary’s aggression had been prompted by real concern but, by the time Jazz had finished school, Hanna had been desperate to move to a place of her own. But this, thought Jazz, was between her mum and her gran, and no business of hers so, with her eyes on the road, she avoided discussion of Hanna. ‘It’s not a bockety old shed now, Gran. Have you really not seen it?’


‘I got Hanna to drive me over when she had Fury O’Shea working there. A pile of stones in a muddy field and me with my good shoes on. I saw all I needed to see from the side of the road.’


‘You’ll have to come round for tea sometime. I’ll make you an apple tart.’


‘If I come I’ll bring my own apple tart, I promise you. I want nothing thrown together with ground cloves.’


‘Actually, I use cinnamon.’


‘Organic, I dare say.’


‘Yes.’


Jazz’s attention was on the traffic as she turned into Broad Street. Assuming an air of polite interest, Mary swooped in for the kill. ‘And where, precisely, do you “source” organic cinnamon hereabouts?’


‘I never said … I was talking about …’ Jazz burst out laughing. ‘That is such a low shot, and it doesn’t even make sense!’


Triumphantly, Mary reached to open her seatbelt. ‘Ay, well, you would say that, wouldn’t you? You never admit when you’re floored. Right, you can let me out here by the horse trough. I’m going into the deli to source me cloves.’


The deli was opposite the entrance to the Old Convent Centre, next to a shop where a clock, surmounted by a seed merchant’s sign, hung permanently stopped with its hands at a quarter to three. At the street’s broadest point, which had once been the town’s cattle market, a stone horse trough was planted with geraniums. Throughout the day, traffic flowed by on each side of it, isolating the flower-filled trough and a couple of wooden benches where schoolkids hung out and tourists drank coffee, checking their maps.


Bríd and Aideen had opened the deli in a premises that had once been the town’s haberdasher’s, perfectly sited to catch passing trade. Aideen, the daughter of a single mum who’d died giving birth to her, had been raised by elderly relatives who’d left her their small savings and the ex-council house she’d grown up in. As Bríd had done a course in culinary science, they’d decided to share the house and use the money to start the business. Then, when Aideen married, Dan had moved in with Bríd – an arrangement that troubled Aideen a little, since Bríd and Dan had broken up more times than Lissbeg could remember. Still, they’d seemed more committed since agreeing to live together and, as much of Aideen’s time was taken up with baby Ronan, she was glad Dan was there to lend a hand now the business was taking off. When Mary surged in, swinging her oilcloth shopping bag, Aideen had just come in to work and was hanging up her coat. Having received renewed condolences, she retreated into the kitchen while Bríd sold Mary the cloves. The transaction included an outraged speech on what Mary referred to as fancy modern condiments. ‘The size of the jars and the cheek of the prices you charge for them! Holy God Almighty, you could lick sea salt off a rock!’


‘Our salt is Cornish.’


‘Another example of locally sourced products. You’re as bad as Jazz!’


When the old-fashioned shop bell tinkled as the door closed behind Mary, Bríd put her head around the kitchen door. ‘She’s gone. You’re safe to come out.’ Aideen emerged, wearing her apron, to find Bríd tipping olives into bowls. ‘I wasn’t hiding.’


‘I wouldn’t blame you if you were. God help poor Jazz with an oul one like that for a granny!’


Tucking her hair under a scarf, Aideen went behind the counter. ‘She’s not all bad. She was awfully nice to Una after the funeral. Or she meant to be.’


Bríd carried the bowls to the window, shifting jars of sun-dried tomatoes to squeeze the olives into the display. Despite its prime location in Broad Street, the deli’s shopfront was narrow and there was no room for seating. This was why they’d expanded their business by taking on the lease of the Garden Café. The deli, which they’d called HabberDashery, had already supplied the café with cakes so, when the café’s lease had come up for renewal, Bríd had been eager to grab it. Always more cautious than her cousin, Aideen had been less certain. She’d talked it through with Conor one evening in the orchard, Ronan on her lap and her chin on his fuzzy head. ‘You don’t think it’d be overreaching ourselves?’


‘Well, it’s only a year’s lease, so it might be worth having a go. You can always choose not to renew if things don’t go to plan.’


Aideen had wondered if everything in her life hadn’t happened too quickly. The business, her marriage, and then the baby, who hadn’t been planned and had taken them all by surprise. Then there’d been the decision to grow produce for the deli, and supply local guesthouses with the surplus. That was a new departure they were still getting used to. And now this. Taking Ronan in his arms, Conor had tossed him into the air. ‘It’s up to yourself. I’ll support whatever decision you come to. Take your time and, if it feels like a step too far, just say no to Bríd.’


After that, Aideen had made up her mind easily, as always happened when she had time to think. She had good sense despite her lack of confidence and, as Paddy had once said of her, when she took a notion into her head she saw it through to the end. Having talked to Conor, she’d reviewed the figures with a calculator. The expansion would mean a higher wage bill to eat into their profits but, if she and Bríd took less for a while, and with Dan to lend a hand, the long-term prospect looked good for the business. It was Bríd who’d said that Dan would provide a stopgap in emergencies. ‘His dad can keep an eye on the boat, if he has to. And with Pavel, who’s completely reliable, and a couple of summer staff, it should work out fine.’ It was Dan’s reliability, not Pavel’s, which bothered Aideen, and the likelihood of his falling out with Bríd. Nevertheless, the risk had seemed small, so she’d signed the lease happily, unaware that, only a few months later, Paddy’s death would trigger their first emergency.


Now she looked anxiously at Bríd. ‘I wish I didn’t have to take off more time this week. I’ve got to drive Una to see the solicitor with all of Paddy’s papers. Conor’s up to his eyes with work on the farm.’


‘I’ve told you it doesn’t matter. We’ll be fine. Dan’s playing a blinder over at the café. He’s even impressing me.’


‘But he shouldn’t have to be spending so much time there.’


‘He’s grand. Honestly, Ade, don’t worry about it.’


‘It’s just that I wouldn’t like Una to have to go to this meeting alone.’


‘Of course not.’ Bríd went back behind the counter and started constructing avocado wraps. ‘You’re really fond of Una, aren’t you? It’s like you found your mother when you married Conor.’


‘I know. She’s lovely. I’m lucky to have her.’ Having said this, Aideen flushed. ‘I mean, your mum’s always been nice to me, Bríd, I’m not saying a word against her.’


‘Of course not, dork. No one said you were. But it’s different with Una. She’s Conor’s mum and Ronan’s granny. It’s what they call immediate family, isn’t it? Makes a difference. Mind you, there are grannies and grannies. Look at Mary Casey.’


Aideen grinned. ‘You went mental when I first told you I’d be living with Conor’s parents.’


‘I did not!’


‘You so did! You said I saw farm life through rose-coloured spectacles, and you lectured me on the danger of living with in-laws. Blood on the hearthstone and everyone fighting like mad cats and dogs.’


‘Okay, maybe I’d been reading too much John McGahern. Or do I mean John B. Keane?’


‘Don’t ask me. Conor’s the one who was the library assistant.’


‘Well, you know what I’m on about. Family sagas with all sorts of dark secrets in the past.’


Aideen gave her a cheerful push and began buttering bread rolls. ‘The trouble with you is you enjoy living in a melodrama.’


‘That is so not true.’


‘Oh, please! Look at you and Dan.’


‘Yeah, well, these days we’re practically Darby and Joan.’


They continued their work in silence for a moment before Aideen spoke again. ‘There’s nothing wrong with being Darby and Joan, you know. You might learn to like it.’


‘Is that how you see yourself and Conor?’


‘Maybe. And I don’t care if it’s boring. To me it feels safe.’









Chapter Four


An arched gateway connected the nuns’ garden to a courtyard outside the library, and although her quickest way in was through the main entrance from Broad Street, Hanna enjoyed using this side gate. In her schooldays the garden’s trees and flowers had been a glimpsed paradise, inaccessible to anyone but the nuns. Now it was thronged with people passing through or lingering on benches. Behind formal rows of conifers, the perimeter walls were clad in Virginia creeper, and flowering herbs softened the lines of beds laid out between raked gravelled walks. In the centre, in a wide granite basin, a statue of St Francis stood on a plinth with stone arms extended and water rising from carved flowers at its feet. The herb beds radiated from the statue, which faced the former refectory where pointed stained-glass windows made bright streaks in the grey walls. Though the high wall that had once enclosed all this had been breached by the council, the visual rhythms of the garden retained a sense of cloistered calm. Each morning one of the volunteers who tended the herb beds waded across to pour birdseed into the statue’s cupped hands. This ritual, begun by the nuns, had become embedded in the birds’ communal memory, and flights of goldcrests constantly swooped from the creeper to the fountain, pecking and snatching for food. As their wings whirred, their gold and olive plumage echoed the colours of the stained-glass. This morning, enchanted by the light and movement, Hanna paused for a moment, thinking it would be hard to imagine a lovelier way to begin a day’s work.
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