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Visitors to the west coast of Ireland or
upstate New York won’t find Finfarran or Resolve.
The peninsula and its inhabitants,
and the Shamrock Club and its members,
exist only in the author’s imagination.




PROLOGUE


PAT FITZ HAD HAD A WEDDING DRESS OF IVORY-coloured poplin with a fitted bodice, a gored skirt and a stiff net petticoat. She’d made it on a sewing machine bought with savings from the summer she’d spent in the States the year she left school. There was a lace inset at the neckline but otherwise the dress was plain, except for the row of pearl buttons down the back. Her veil was sheer nylon, anchored by a band of artificial roses she’d bought in a place called Blanche’s Bridal Bower, and brought home in her hand luggage wrapped in layers of tissue paper. Her shoes, which were ivory satin, were also from the States. She and Ger were both small and she wanted to keep things simple for fear she’d look like a cauliflower when they walked down the aisle.


In the end she’d been delighted with the result. The bell sleeves had made the dress fashionable and more than one person had asked where she’d bought it. There was a photographer from the Inquirer at the wedding breakfast, which was held in the function room at the Royal Victoria Hotel, and the group photo in the following week’s paper was captioned Finfarran Bride Designs Own Stylish Gown.


Mary Casey was to have been Pat’s matron of honour but, at the last minute, they’d decided little bridesmaids would be better. In a bit of a rush, Pat had run up a couple of frocks for her cousin’s daughters, who were eight and six respectively and looked sweet. Mary, in her role as the bride’s best friend, sat in the second row in the church in a feather corsage and a yellow coat dress she’d got from a shop in Cork. And Tom, Mary’s new husband, had been Ger’s best man.


Later on, the photographer had taken a shot of the four of them together, all eating a piece of wedding cake from the same plate, and the caption in the paper had been Lissbeg Foursome Celebrates Pat and Ger’s Happy Day.




CHAPTER ONE


CASSIE FITZGERALD SHOOK OUT A PAPER tablecloth, thinking that this was going to be one hell of a farewell party. It was mind-blowing that everyone had responded so promptly to a text message, but apparently Resolve’s Irish-American community always looked after visitors from home, and someone of Pat’s generation would be especially fêted: most of the Shamrock Club’s active members were seniors. Delicious smells were wafting from the kitchen and, at the far end of the dining room, a red-haired guy was setting up a microphone while an elderly man lifted instruments out of cases. Cassie threw a second glance at the sound guy. He didn’t look much older than herself. Twenty-five at the most. But perhaps he was a hired electrician, not a member of the club.


As she looked at him for the second time, he gave her a shy, lopsided smile. His crinkly eyes were startlingly blue, and his typically Irish skin was a mass of freckles. Cassie smiled back, assessing his haircut with a professional eye. She decided he’d paid top dollar for it: whatever he was, he was getting a decent wage. As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she felt irritated. Her mom and dad might judge everyone they met according to their income, but she was supposed to have broken free from all that. That was why, as soon as she’d taken her high-school diploma, she’d decided to train as a hairdresser. Her sisters were shackled to a pre-defined career path, with no goal in life except to get richer. What Cassie wanted was a footloose life, full of risk and excitement, and to be free to take time to do stuff that mattered, like finding her roots in Ireland or making this trip to the US with Pat.


A voice from the kitchen announced that the savoury tartlets were out of the oven, and people went to lend a hand. Everything was being done by volunteers so Cassie had turned up early feeling that, though she was a guest, she ought to help. As the last platter was carried through to the dining room, she was squatting on her heels putting cutlery into the dishwasher when she looked up and saw the red-headed guy filling a kettle at the sink. He was tall and rangy, muscular, but not the type that spent time at the gym. Having switched on the kettle, he reached for a mug.


‘D’you want a quick shot of caffeine before they throw open the doors?’


Cassie stood up and shook her head. ‘I ought to go find Pat. I mean my gran.’


‘There’s plenty of time, don’t worry. The chairman hasn’t arrived yet and the quilting ladies still haven’t hung their banner.’


‘Do they need help?’


‘Trust me, they do not. My grandma’s the chair of the quilting guild. You don’t mess with those ladies when they’re focused on a task.’


So that’s who he was, the grandson of a club member.


He leaned against the sink, waiting for the kettle to boil. ‘Anyway, it’ll take him about an hour to tune up.’


‘Can you actually tune a tin whistle?’


‘Actually you can.’ He shot her an amused glance. ‘Though I’m not sure Rambling Paddy knows that.’


‘And he would be …?’


‘Your ambient music for tonight.’


Cassie giggled and the guy looked a bit guilty. ‘That wasn’t fair. He’s a great entertainer. Probably played the ballroom when your gran was here before.’


‘What – fifty years ago?’


‘Sure. It was accordions back then, and an upright piano. No need for a sound system, my dad says. Just stamina and endless pints of Guinness.’


‘Has your family been here long?’


‘Five generations. Sorry, I should’ve introduced myself. I’m Jack Shanahan.’


‘That’s a good Finfarran name.’


‘Like Fitzgerald.’


‘And have you been to Ireland?’


He shook his head. ‘Nope. Someday.’


‘I used to say that too. I was born in Canada and the family never went home. But a few months ago, I just picked up and took off.’


‘What about your job?’


Cassie explained about hairdressing. ‘I’ve been working on cruise ships. You sign on for a couple of months, or even a few weeks, and plan as you go. Well, obviously it’s not just cruise ships. You can work in salons as well. I love it. I’m a risk-taker. Anyway, I decided to spend Christmas in Finfarran. And then I stayed on.’


‘Cool.’


‘Um. I stayed because my granddad had died. But it is a cool place.’


‘Losing a grandpa is tough. Mine was pretty cool.’


‘I hardly knew mine. But that’s not the point. The thing is, Pat was sort of in shock. So I hung around.’


When she’d seen him earlier, in the dining room, she’d thought Jack was shy. But now he seemed assured. He was lounging back against the sink, with his thumbs hooked into his belt and his weight on his elbows, and the hair on his freckled arms was bleached to gold. Irish-looking redheads weren’t Cassie’s type but somehow she found him intriguing. ‘So what do you do?’


‘I’m a computer geek. Started out working for my dad, now I troubleshoot for firms.’


‘Not an electrician?’


‘No. But if your family are pillars of the club, you’re expected to pitch in.’ Seeing the look on Cassie’s face, he laughed. ‘I enjoy it. It’s not like I’m here all the time.’


‘Only high days and holy days?’


‘That’s about it.’ A blast of feedback from the other room made him wince. ‘Oh, crap! Rambling Paddy must have moved a speaker.’ He made for the door but, halfway there, he turned back. ‘So have you decided?’


‘Decided what?’


‘What you’re going to do next.’


‘I’m going back to Ireland with Pat.’


He nodded, as if considering this carefully. ‘Tomorrow?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Okay.’ He nodded again, and turned away. ‘Well, nice meeting you.’


Cassie took a step towards him and paused awkwardly. To her surprise, she found herself wanting to explain. ‘It’s just … my granddad died only a few weeks ago. And it was really sudden. Pat needs me around.’


‘Sure.’ His blue eyes crinkled as he gave her a lopsided smile. ‘Like I said, it was nice meeting you.’


*


When Pat entered the building at five thirty-seven she could hear snatches of music from behind the dining-room doors, which had paper napkins over their porthole windows. Outside, women were easing themselves out of cars, balancing plates and Tupperware boxes. It looked as if half the households in town had been baking, and Pat knew that the cakes would be covered with lavish sparkly icing. The women of the sprawling suburbs of Resolve were mad for the sugar and glitter. Though here in the States, she reminded herself, they called icing ‘frosting’. In the last couple of weeks little details like that had been coming back to her, maybe because of the other memories she wanted so hard to block out.


Moving past the dining room, she looked for somewhere to sit. They’d be expecting her to make a big entrance when the farewell party started, and she didn’t want to spoil their fun by hanging about beforehand. So, as two women staggered past, weighed down by a trestle table, she slipped into a room on her right, which had a sign on the door that said ‘Library’.


She’d been in the room only once before, on a whirlwind tour of the clubhouse fourteen days ago, when their guide had talked so fast you could hardly keep up. Now the room was silent, except for the ticking of a clock. The only occupant was a white cat, asleep on a sunny patch of carpet. There was an assortment of armchairs, suggestive of cosy reading, several stern, upright chairs around a square table, suggestive of study, and bookcases surmounted by donors’ names in wreaths of carved shamrocks. And, bizarrely, an old-fashioned range with chipped enamel stood against one wall.


Sitting down, Pat considered a large computer on a side table. You could see it had been state-of-the-art in its time. With the exception of the recently refurbished kitchen, everything in the solid, well-kept building was like that – good quality, made to last, and slightly old-fashioned. And, wherever you looked, you usually found a plaque. The donors of the library furniture, the equipment in the gym, and the Lucky Charm bar had all made sure that their family names were given proper prominence. But, when you thought about it, why not? Each block and brick in the Shamrock Community Club had been paid for by public subscription, and the place had been built in the 1950s by volunteers who’d already put in long days on construction sites.


Pat was glad the window was closed and the room air-conditioned. Her holiday had been intended as a break from the last chilly weeks of an Irish February but, in fact, the heat had been wearing. People kept saying it was lucky they’d had such fine weather, and only that morning her cousin had announced that the lovely sunshine had done her the world of good. Secretly, though Pat had been longing for a good shower of rain.


There was a rattle of wheels in the corridor as a catering trolley went by. Cassie, who had driven over to the club ahead of her, was probably in the dining room laying tables. Pat’s face softened at the thought of her. Small and feisty, with a snub nose, close-cropped hair, and a peacock-blue streak in her long black fringe, Cassie was one to dive head first into every situation, and usually found herself welcomed with open arms. It was she who’d suggested this holiday, bounding into the flat in Finfarran one evening when Pat had been sitting alone in the dusk, feeling sad. Five minutes after her whirlwind arrival the lights had been on, the range stoked, and a pot of tea made.


Then she’d sat down at the kitchen table fizzing with excitement. ‘Right, I’ve had an idea. And I want you to hear me out before you say a word.’ Linking her fingers around her mug, she’d leaned forward decisively. ‘You’re tired and don’t pretend you aren’t. You hardly slept a wink when Granddad was ill. Then there was the big funeral, and people turning up from all over the place – my lot from Canada, and all the cousins from the States, everyone needing beds and meals and attention.’


Pat had protested weakly that that was what funerals were like.


‘I know. And I know you wanted to give Granddad a proper send-off. Which you did. But you had six people here in the flat, and masses of others staying at Uncle Frankie’s.’


‘Ah, yes, love, but I wouldn’t begrudge them. Hadn’t they flown thousands of miles to pay their respects?’


‘I’m just saying it was a marathon, and that you’re exhausted.’


There had been no point in denying that, or asserting that Frankie had taken care of the influx of relations. He hadn’t. Anyway, before Pat could respond, Cassie was off again. ‘Look, I know you turned down Mom’s offer of a break over in Toronto. And why the hell wouldn’t you after the last time?’


You couldn’t argue with that either. The previous year Pat and Ger had spent a disastrous holiday in Canada. Sonny and Jim, their younger sons, had both gone there after they’d left university, while Frankie, the eldest, had stayed in Finfarran and worked in the family business. And, in the years that had followed, Sonny and Jim had never found time to come home. The flat over the butcher’s shop where Pat had raised her children was poky and inconvenient, but it was where she and Ger had spent their long married life. So Sonny’s large suburban home had felt alien, and the visit had revealed that Pat and Ger had nothing left in common with their middle-aged emigrant sons.


Worse still, Pat had discovered that the carefully chosen cards and gifts, which, for decades, she’d been sending to her granddaughters, hadn’t been wanted. Instead of affirming her presence in their lives, they’d simply produced derision. Devastated, Pat had blamed herself and tried to get involved in their adult lives. But it hadn’t helped. Two of the girls for whom she’d knitted sweaters and chosen birthday cards now had expensive homes of their own, and neither they nor their parents had had any time for their visitors. But Cassie, the youngest of Sonny’s children, had turned out to be a maverick. Cheerful, forthright and sympathetic, she’d plunged into the vacuum produced by her siblings’ indifference and forged a loving friendship with her grandmother. Then, when the painful visit was over, she’d accompanied Pat and Ger back to Finfarran, saying she planned to explore her Irish roots.


Her energetic presence had been a godsend when Ger was diagnosed with heart failure, and in the days after his funeral she’d displayed a fierce protectiveness that had sometimes brought Pat close to tears. And, when everyone else had left, she’d stayed put, still determined to help. ‘Look, Canada’s out of the question, we both know that. But here’s the thing. I’ve been Snapchatting with Erin since she went back to the States after the funeral. And she says how about you and me take a trip over there?’


‘To Resolve?’


‘Sure. Why not? You enjoyed it before, didn’t you?’


‘But that was years ago.’


You could almost call it a lifetime. In the year of her engagement, Pat had spent the summer working in Resolve. Her passage had been booked before Ger proposed to her, and everyone had urged her not to waste the ticket. Besides, they’d said, a few months in the States would pay for a fancy trousseau.


Gently, Pat had tried to change the subject but Cassie had been unstoppable. ‘Oh, come on, Pat, why don’t we scoot over and see how Resolve has changed? Didn’t you say you worked with Erin’s gran in a clothing factory?’


‘Well, yes, love. I did.’


‘There’s a whole garment district now. Great stores. Places to go. And since Erin’s gran couldn’t get to the funeral, she’d love us to stay with them.’ Sensing reluctance, Cassie had hurried on: ‘There’ll be lots of people you know. Well, families, anyway. I mean, Lord knows why my lot chose Canada when practically every Finfarran emigrant takes off for Resolve.’


‘I was only there three months, Cassie. Nobody would remember me.’


‘That is so not true! Erin says you and her gran were best buddies over there. And think of all the people who sent their condolences. Oh, Pat, let’s do this. I want to meet my US relations properly. We’ll have a ball. Say you’ll come.’


That was Cassie. Her enthusiasms were so infectious that you always found yourself nodding. So, feeling uncertain but far too tired to argue, Pat had agreed. Now, in the silence of the library, the cat stirred as the clock struck the hour. Turning her gaze from a case of classic crime stories, Pat saw it was time to go to her party. Tomorrow, she thought, she’d be flying home to Finfarran and, despite everyone’s kindness, crossing the Atlantic Ocean hadn’t made things better at all. In fact, just as she’d feared it might, being in Resolve had stirred up memories she’d far rather forget.




CHAPTER TWO


MARCH HAD COME IN LIKE A LION, BATTERING Ireland’s west coast with a fierce Atlantic gale. The Finfarran peninsula had taken the brunt of it, and as Hanna Casey drove to her job in Lissbeg Library, the winding country lanes were strewn with debris blown from the hedgerows. In fields on either side of the roads, uprooted trees lay at crazy angles and, here and there, corrugated panels had been wrenched from the sides of barns. Yet, lying awake in her bed before dawn, Hanna had become aware of a change. The icy northerly wind had veered away from the peninsula, and now a southerly breeze had brought a morning as mild as milk.


This was typical March weather in Finfarran, what local people were accustomed to call ‘four seasons in a day’. By this evening another storm could bring sleet, or even snow. But, for now, Hanna revelled in the rain-washed morning, the spangled celandines gleaming in the ditches, and the iridescent, mother-of-pearl sky.


She drove into Lissbeg, joining the flow of traffic streaming down Broad Street. Passing Fitzgerald’s butcher’s shop, she saw the upstairs blinds had been raised. Pat and Cassie Fitz must have arrived home from the States. Hanna was glad to see that the town had suffered little storm damage. It would have been awful if Pat had come home to find slates off her roof. Turning into the car park, Hanna pulled into the space marked ‘Librarian’, and went through an arched gateway into a paved courtyard. The town’s former convent and school buildings were now the Old Convent Centre, home to a mix of amenities, including the public library and a walled park, which had been the nuns’ private garden. An iron-bound door, once the school entrance, now led to council offices; a smaller door to the left accessed the library, housed in what had been the assembly hall.


At first Hanna had found it bizarre to work where she’d giggled and yawned as a schoolgirl. Her mother had been to the convent, too, as had every generation of girls in Lissbeg till the nuns had closed the school in the 1990s. Now the dark assembly hall had been extended to include exhibition space and a reading room, large windows and glass partitions flooding it with light. Glass-fronted cases incorporated in the heavy oak panelling still contained books left by the nuns, but the public library’s collection was kept on metal shelving ranged in parallel rows down the room. Hanna’s desk was at the front, its back to the glass wall that divided the library from the exhibition space. Next to the staff loo at the end of the hall there was a slip of a kitchen, where she and her assistant brewed tea and coffee and hung their coats.


With an eye to the weather, Hanna had worn a warm jacket this morning, and put a folding umbrella into her bag. Having hung both in the kitchen, she plugged in the public-access computers, then went to her desk to log onto her own and check the morning’s emails. She’d hardly sat down when the door opened and Cassie Fitzgerald came in, looking remarkably wide awake for someone who’d flown from New York.


‘Welcome back! When did you arrive?’


‘You know what? I have no idea! It felt like we landed in the middle of the night, and then we had the drive from Shannon.’


‘You must be exhausted.’


‘Well, I crashed for a couple of hours and now I feel fine. Pat’s still asleep, though.’


‘How was the holiday?’


‘Good. Great, in fact. I guess if I didn’t feel needed here I might even have stayed on.’ A look of surprise crossed Hanna’s face and Cassie went on hastily, ‘But you’ve still got a job for me, right? Because I’ll definitely be around while Conor’s away.’


Conor, Hanna’s library assistant, was going on a course, and it hadn’t been easy to find someone to take on short-term, part-time cover. There was one day based in Lissbeg on offer, plus two more driving the mobile library, and everyone available had turned out not to have a suitable driving licence, or wanted to change the hours, which couldn’t be done. Then Cassie had suggested herself and Hanna had agreed at once. The timing was ideal and she had had a second reason to be pleased. She’d always been fond of Pat, who was her godmother, so it was great to hear that Cassie planned to spend more time in Finfarran. Ger had been a cross-grained, miserly little man and the marriage had never looked easy. But Pat was shaken by her loss and Cassie’s company would help.


Hanna smiled at the eager figure by her desk. ‘That’s absolutely fine. I cleared the paperwork last week, so we’re good to go.’


‘Brilliant. And my whole week’s sorted. The salon at the Spa Hotel has a vacancy for a stylist, so I grabbed that to fill the other two days.’


‘The Spa in Ballyfin?’


‘Yep. Pat’s planning to sell Ger’s car, but she’s said I can use it while I’m here.’


‘Poor Pat – she’ll have plenty of decisions like that to make.’


‘I know. Ger left her everything. I bet Uncle Frankie’s nose is well out of joint.’


Aware that a woman reading nearby was in earshot, Hanna stuck to business and asked if Cassie could start work at once. ‘Mobile days are Wednesdays and Fridays, when you’ll pick up the van from the County Library in Carrick, so if you come in tomorrow you can get accustomed to how I run things here.’


‘No problem.’ Cassie took out her phone. ‘I got some great pix over in Resolve. Look, that was the farewell party. Only forty-eight hours ago – no wonder Pat’s still asleep.’


As Hanna swiped through them, the photos became more erratic. Decorous shots of smiling women with platters of food, and a musician in a bright green waistcoat, degenerated into increasingly crooked selfies of Cassie and Pat in party hats. ‘It looks like you had quite a night.’ The next shot was another selfie, this time of Cassie and a red-headed boy holding up pints of Guinness. ‘Who’s the young man?’


Cassie shrugged. ‘Just the guy who set things up for the music. His name’s Shanahan. His grandma runs the club’s quilting guild. The family came from near Ballyfin, generations back.’


Faced with such a statement, the instinctive reaction of most of Hanna’s neighbours would be to establish certain facts. Which branch of the Shanahan family was in question, what village the specific household had come from, and the exact date on which they’d left Finfarran. But Cassie had stopped abruptly, as if regretting having volunteered the information, and, having spent most of her adult life in London, Hanna had lost that particular native instinct and gained a cosmopolitan sense of tact. Instead she exclaimed at a photo of a large cake covered with glitter, held aloft by a lady wearing two bouncy shamrocks, like rabbit’s ears.


Cassie giggled. ‘It was humungous! And Pat had to cut it with a ceremonial knife. I mean, the whole thing was crazy, but people were so kind.’


‘So the holiday was a success?’


‘I hope so. I don’t know, really.’ Cassie’s nose wrinkled. ‘I haven’t dealt with grief before. It has stages, doesn’t it? Denial and anger and stuff. And, eventually, acceptance? I don’t know how long it’s supposed to take.’


Hanna suggested it might not be that simple.


Intent on what she clearly viewed as a project, Cassie frowned. ‘I can’t understand how Pat came to marry Ger. She’s such a sweetie and he was just an old crab. Don’t you think?’


Aware that the woman reading nearby was now unashamedly eavesdropping, Hanna hesitated. While enquiries about antecedents were the accepted norm in Finfarran, direct questions like this one were not. Nevertheless, gossip, whether harmless or malicious, was an inevitable part of daily life. As a divorcée who’d returned to the town she’d grown up in, Hanna’s own marriage had been the subject of covert speculation, and she knew how distressing it could be. She was about to issue a quiet reproof to Cassie when she was struck by a memory of standing on a dais, exactly where the library’s Popular Fiction shelving stood now. She was a seventeen-year-old schoolgirl enduring reproof from Sister Consuelo, an ancient nun whose remit had included ‘Pastoral Care’. The experience was humiliating, and as soon as Hanna had been released she’d forgotten whatever the lecture had contained. What had stayed with her, however, was a fierce sense of resentment. Eager to avoid a similar reaction from Cassie, she settled for a smile and the recommendation that she get a good night’s sleep before coming to work.


For the next while, Hanna was immersed in emails, but later she wondered if her brisk change of subject been either kind to Cassie or fair to Pat. Many private dramas were played out in this public space, where much could be learned from people’s choices of books and films, where they sat and who they met here and, like most local librarians, Hanna’s instinct was to keep her eyes open and her mouth shut. But that was the wisdom of experience, and Cassie was impetuous and young. With a pang of fellow-feeling for long-dead Sister Consuelo, Hanna returned to her work. But the hamster wheel at the back of her mind kept turning. With luck, Cassie would have more sense than to go about asking indiscriminate questions. On the other hand, having not been warned, it was possible that she wouldn’t. And what would happen then?




CHAPTER THREE


AS PAT CAME DOWNSTAIRS SHE NOTICED THE GUEST-room door was open and, judging by the look of the kitchen, Cassie had eaten and gone out. It was practically lunchtime but Pat discovered she was craving a real breakfast. Not a fry or anything heavy but maybe some toast and an egg. She could scramble the egg, throw in a bit of parsley, and call it brunch.


Frankie had agreed to drop a few bits and pieces into the shop downstairs for her return, and Pat had fixed with Des, who worked behind the counter, to add rashers and leave the lot in her fridge before shutting up. She’d asked Frankie for milk, eggs and a loaf, but on opening the fridge she discovered it was crammed. For a moment she was surprised. Then her powers of deduction overcame her jetlag and she turned on her phone.


There was a text from Mary Casey, sent the previous evening. I GOT YOU SOME FOOD IN YOU COULDN’T TRUST FRANK%1E CHANCES ARE HE@LL FORGET


A second message had followed immediately: YOU@@ BE DEAD TO THE WORLD AFTER THE PLANE ILL BE OVER WHEN YOURE UP


Mary, Pat’s oldest friend, never stooped to punctuation in texts and only used capital letters. She also held decided opinions on what other people ought to want and need. Opening the fridge again, Pat was dismayed by a large ring of black pudding, a dozen eggs, a punnet of tomatoes, and far more milk and fruit juice than she and Cassie could consume in a week. In the breadbin she found a cake of Mary’s homemade brown soda bread and a box containing three Danish pastries. No bread appeared to have come from Frankie.


She had the box of pastries in her hand when the door opened and Mary entered the flat, complaining bitterly, as she always did, about the stairs. ‘I declare to God, it’s like climbing a ladder to get up here from the shop! And that stairwell’s black as the hob of hell! I could’ve missed my step.’


‘There’s a light switch at the bottom and the top, as well you know. And a window on the landing.’


‘Ay, well, it’s halfway up there’s a nasty turn in the stair.’


Dumping her bag on the kitchen table, Mary nodded at the pastries. ‘I got three of them because I knew you’d fuss about keeping one for Cassie. Put two out on a plate now and let’s have a cup of tea.’


Pat gave up on her vision of a modest egg on toast. There was no use arguing with Mary Casey, especially if you were tired. She was a woman who surged through life like a battleship, seldom regarding the trails of flotsam bobbing in her wake. But, also like a battleship, she exuded strength and inspired confidence, something Pat had learned at an early age. She and Mary had been to convent school in Lissbeg together, hung out round the horse trough in Broad Street with lads from the Christian Brothers, and married husbands who’d also been best friends.


Tom had died ten years or so before Ger, resulting in a slight coolness between Mary and Pat. The idea that her friend would retain a husband when her own had been snatched away had offended Mary. It was she who had been the golden girl of the foursome, a leader where Pat had been a mere follower. Yet Tom had been taken and Ger, who, in her view, was a poor stick, had been left. God’s failure to recognise the accepted hierarchy had seemed to Mary to be a deadly insult, and in the first years of her bereavement a sense of outrage had made her less close to Pat.


But with Ger’s death the relationship had readjusted. Mary had surged back into Pat’s life, brushing aside Cassie’s presence as irrelevant. A granddaughter might be all very well, and blood might be thicker than water, but only Mary could truly understand Pat. And Pat, who had long since analysed their friendship, had come to the wry conclusion that Mary was right. No one left alive in Lissbeg knew more about the dynamics of that complicated foursome, and no one knew more than Pat herself how powerful an ally her oldest friend could be when times got tough.


‘I saw Cassie leaving the library just now. Did we ever think we’d see the day, Pat, when your grandchild would be working for my daughter?


‘I’m glad Hanna has a job for her.’


‘I’d say Hanna was lucky to get her. I hear young Conor’s left her in the lurch.’


Pat gave her a direct look and Mary immediately tossed her head defensively. ‘I’m not putting words into Hanna’s mouth. I’m only repeating what I heard on the street.’


‘Conor’s gone on a course.’


‘Well, that’s young people these days, isn’t it? Never content with what they’ve got but off looking for more. Mind you, they have great energy. Look at those.’ She waved her hand at the pastries. ‘Not that I’m that impressed by all this artisan nonsense but those girls at the deli make everything from scratch.’ Beating Pat to the pile of plates on the dresser, she whisked the pastries onto the table. There was a moment of unspoken jockeying about who would fill the kettle but, conceding that this was Pat’s home ground, Mary settled for a tart comment about keeping teaspoons in drawers. ‘You want to put them in a mug by the teapot and have them there to hand.’


Pat thought the better of mentioning dust. Any suggestion of an aspersion cast on Mary’s standards of hygiene could be lethal. Her bright pink bungalow on the main road to Carrick had been specifically designed to avoid the inconveniences of Pat’s flat, where visitors were entertained in the kitchen and you had to switch on a standard lamp if you wanted to read or sew. Mary hadn’t bothered with drains or that sort of thing. Those had been Tom’s province. She’d made sure she had double glazing and efficient central heating, a hi-spec kitchen separate from her lounge, and a bright light in the middle of every ceiling. She wasn’t getting any younger, she’d pointed out belligerently, and she was damned if she’d squint at a newspaper, or scrub an old range with a Brillo pad. She’d had enough of that in her youth when she and Tom started out.


Getting no response to her comment on teaspoons, Mary slammed the dresser drawer and took a seat at the table. Pat brought the tea and looked round for her phone. ‘I suppose you want to see photos?’


‘Don’t you know I do! But, come here to me, how are you feeling?’


‘Jetlagged. Fine, though. It was a great holiday.’


‘And was the house nice?’


‘It was lovely. Mind you, we hardly saw Josie’s daughter, she works so hard. Erin’s a pet and she gets on great with Cassie, and Josie has a lovely little granny flat in the house. All on one level and, God knows, the poor woman needs it. I wouldn’t say she’d climbed a staircase for years.’


‘Isn’t that what I’m saying about Ger leaving you that stair to contend with?’


‘Ah, Mary Casey, you’re like a dog with a bone! There’s nothing wrong with my legs, or my lungs either. Poor Josie’s got emphysema and she’s walking on a frame.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘Well, she’s ten years older than we are, if not more. Didn’t she leave Lissbeg in 1950? And Ger and I got engaged in 1962.’


Tom had proposed to Mary the same week, and Pat had gone off to Resolve that summer with a list of commissions for Mary’s trousseau almost as long as her own. Sweetheart necklines and Silhouette bras had featured, and, in Mary’s case, a spandex girdle to produce the right effect under her tussore-silk going-away outfit. It was Josie, Pat’s cousin, who’d fixed up the job in the factory and found Pat a place in the rooming house nearby. Meeting her again, Pat had been shocked by her condition. Since then she’d told herself that she ought to count her blessings. Her own health was grand and she’d no need to think about leaving her home. After a bottle of wine and a night of reminiscence, Josie had admitted she’d wept for the loss of her freedom, and feared becoming a burden to her daughter as she grew older.


Mary bit into a Danish pastry. ‘And tell me this, was the Shamrock Club the way you remembered it?’


‘Ah, listen, girl, some things never change. But you should see how big it’s got! There’s a new wing with a kitchen and a dining hall, and they have what they call a library now, where they run book clubs.’


Books weren’t really Mary’s thing. ‘So they’ve built a restaurant?’


‘Not at all, the dining hall’s just for members. But they had the kitchen redone lately and, Holy God, Mary, it must have cost a mint.’


‘Ah, they get great tax breaks in America. They probably wrote the whole thing off as charity.’


‘Well, you could be right because there was a plaque up saying the Canny twins had donated it.’


Mary’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are they Moss Canny’s sons?’


The merest flicker of a repressive glance showed Pat wasn’t going to be drawn into gossip, even if the story was more than fifty years old. Moss Canny had left Finfarran in the mid-1960s under a dark and unspecified cloud. Something about a property deal that went wrong. The word was that his family had clubbed together to get rid of him, possibly before the guards came knocking on the door. In America he’d become a solid citizen, and though he’d come back once or twice over the years, looking prosperous, he’d never stayed long. No one of Pat and Mary’s generation in Finfarran was likely to forget his story, though, and, since factual details were lacking, it had been embroidered over the years.


Pat poured the tea. ‘That’s right. Moss died a while back and the twins fell in for his construction business. They paid to have the old fittings pulled out and the club kitchen remodelled. Hang on, I have a picture.’ She showed Mary a photo taken on the night of the farewell party.


Mary’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Jesus, that’s some plaque, Pat. And wouldn’t all those steel units take the sight out of your eye!’


‘If you want to see plaques, take a look at this one in the library.’ With a snort of laughter, Pat showed her a shot of the chipped enamelled range. It had iron feet, a polished rail, a rotary damper on the ash-box door, and a large brass plaque above it, looking disturbingly like a coffin plate.


Mary squinted at the plaque. ‘“Brought from Finfarran by Denis Brennan AD 1956.” What’s that all about?’


‘Well, you can see for yourself. “Ancestral range of the Brennans of Crossarra”. Denis was the chairman of the Shamrock Club that summer I was there. Ninety if he was a day and worth a fortune.’


‘I suppose it might have come out of some house belonging to his people.’ Taking another bite of her pastry, Mary flicked a drift of golden flakes from her blouse. ‘Come here to me, though, what’s it doing in the library?’


‘Well, it used to be in the kitchen and they wanted it out when they did the renovation.’


‘So why didn’t they feck it in a skip?’


‘It’d be a brave improvement committee that’d dump the Brennan range. I’d say putting it in the library was a compromise. There’s a rake of Brennans still alive and kicking, and even the Canny crowd wouldn’t cross them.’


‘You’re making it sound like the Wild West!’


‘Ah, it’s just that they’re fierce invested in the Shamrock Club. Emotionally, I mean. It’s their link to home.’


‘But hasn’t Resolve been their home for donkey’s years?’


Pat laughed, but she didn’t reply. Mary, who’d never left Finfarran, couldn’t imagine the strange pull that the homeland had on an emigrant. Or the complex strands of guilt and resentment in the relationships between those who went away and those who didn’t. But she, with two emigrant sons and one who’d remained to build the family business, had an inkling: a knowledge augmented by that long-ago summer in Resolve. There’d been a time when she’d thought she might stay in the States herself and never come home again. But, in the end, she hadn’t been able to do that to poor Ger.




CHAPTER FOUR


BECAUSE OF ITS REMOTE LOCATION BEYOND THE Knockinver Mountains, the tourist board sold Ballyfin as ‘Ireland’s Best-kept Secret’. In fact it was reached by a newly built road, which divided the southern and northern halves of the narrow Finfarran peninsula and was known locally as ‘the motorway’. To accommodate its last few miles, the foothills of the mountain range had been blasted, and Ballyfin, once a little fishing port, was now a booming resort with jetsetters strolling its narrow streets and a string of fashionable restaurants where champagne and oysters were permanently on ice.


The Spa Hotel in Ballyfin crested a long golden beach, which curved away beyond a little marina. The doors were incised with a swirling pattern of seaweed and, on either side of the entrance, naked flames danced in shells supported by bronze mermaids. Fishiness was the core of the town’s brand image, not because of its maritime history but because of A Long Way to LA, the best-selling book that had turned the resort into a tourist trade phenomenon. It was the autobiography of a Hollywood star, who’d once spent a nervous breakdown angling in Ballyfin. Unaware that the town’s name derived from that of a medieval saint called Finbar, the designer of the book’s iconic cover had produced an image of a dorsal fin slicing through waves. Not to be outdone, the editor, who had written most of the text, had made it the story of the star’s struggle with neurosis and really big fish. This not only gave the book structure but added stature to its subject, who emerged as a kind of Captain Ahab battling with madness and monsters.


In a year unaccountably lacking in celebrity misery memoirs, A Long Way to LA became a global bestseller, helped by the fact that its publication coincided with the star’s marriage to a teenage singer with a huge online fan base. A film shot partly in Finfarran followed, in which the star was played by an actor half his age. The title song, performed by the wife, won an Oscar. And Ballyfin became a happening place. The star had long since faded, the singer had gone into rehab and, these days, Ballyfin had become a place to eat seafood expensively, rather than catch it. But the association with Hollywood, combined with stunning scenery, continued to draw phenomenal numbers of visitors.


Cassie ran up the shallow steps between the bronze mermaids. It would be a couple of months before the tourist season began in earnest, and most of the peninsula’s B-and-Bs and guesthouses were still closed, but the Spa Hotel was open all year round. Margot Ryan, who ran the hair salon, met Cassie at the lift and led her up to the rooftop spa. The reception area was floored in yards of highly polished parquet. Wall mirrors framed by gauze curtains reflected the light from the ocean, and a mirrored desk faced the gilded lift, which opened onto a terrace with a pool overlooking the beach. According to Margot, the vast sliding glass doors had been designed to bring the outdoors inside. ‘But there’s a hell of an onshore wind blowing, so they’re staying shut today. Come through to the office and we’ll have a look at the roster.’


They entered a room so small that it made the space outside seem even more like the set of a Hollywood musical. Margot lifted a pile of cushions off a chair. ‘Sit down. Sorry about the mess. We’re desperate to finish a makeover before the season kicks in, but all the work has to be done when we’re closed, so it drags on.’ She frowned at the cushions, which were cerise velvet trimmed with gold tassels. ‘What d’you think of these? They’re samples for the banquettes.’


Cassie accepted the seat. ‘I suppose it kind of depends on your overall theme.’


‘Which, let’s face it, is The Great Gatsby, not Gone with the Wind. You’re right. They’re cat.’


‘I didn’t say—’


‘I know you didn’t. But they are. They’ll have to go back.’ Margot wriggled behind the desk and sat down. She was blonde and efficient, and her smart knee-length uniform fitted her like a glove. Cassie had been rather pleased when she’d first seen the spa staff’s uniforms. The short sleeved button-through dress with its narrow white belt and collar was more Grease than The Great Gatsby, but the styling and fabric were lovely. Back when she’d had her interview, Margot had asked if she’d like to wear green or black. ‘We can choose. Mind you, they’re both buggers in a hair salon. Dark colours always are. You can wear a coverall when you’re cutting, though – they’re nylon so the hair shakes off. The uniforms are more about matching the rest of the staff. We all wear the same – masseuses, beauticians, us lot. Makes for a joined-up ambience, I’m told. And the colour choice avoids the suggestion of guards in an upmarket prison.’


Cassie had opted for black and decided she liked Margot. Part-time work in a salon was very different from spending weeks cooped up on a ship, but it was good to have a boss with a glint in her eye, which suggested she might be fun. She was about ten years older than Cassie and had worked abroad before coming home to Ballyfin. Today she was chatty and more relaxed than she’d been at the formal interview. Among the clutter on her desk was a framed photo of her fiancé, sitting at the prow of a yacht wearing oilskins and a big smile. He was a solid, dependable-looking guy, the manager of the marina, and, according to Margot, they were saving up to get married. ‘Well, for a deposit on a house. Property prices are mad here in Ballyfin. That’s the downside of the booming tourist trade. Still, you can’t have it both ways, and aren’t we lucky to have jobs that allow us to save? Paul got a raise a while back, and the tips I’d get here in summer would almost double my pay.’


Cassie could believe it. She’d checked the hotel’s room rates on the internet before applying for the job, and seen charges as high as those in London or Biarritz. The recently extended marina had brought a new level of wealth to an already thriving resort, and the Spa Hotel provided what the wealthy wanted.


Margot consulted the roster on her computer screen. ‘You’re still okay to start next week?’


‘No problem. I’m in Lissbeg Library on Tuesdays and out with the mobile Wednesdays and Fridays. So, like I said, I’ll take any shifts you’ve got on Mondays and Thursdays.’


‘That works perfectly. But I might give you a shout at short notice. Would that be okay?’


‘In principle, absolutely. My time’s my own.’


‘No boyfriend?’ Margot checked herself hastily. ‘Oh, sorry! I didn’t mean to be nosy. And I’m not suggesting it’s relevant …’


Cassie laughed. ‘No boyfriend. I’m staying with my gran in Lissbeg, though, and my granddad died after Christmas so she’s kind of my priority.’


‘That’s Pat Fitz, right?’


‘Yep.’


‘Aw – she’s such a dote. Listen, don’t worry, we’ll be grand. I’m happy to get someone with your experience wanting to do part-time work.’


Cassie had already gathered this was the case. The majority of the peninsula’s part-time workers in the tourist trade were foreign students subsidising a holiday in Ireland or saving for their following term’s tuition. Kids born in Finfarran were pretty much ‘raised for export’, an expression she’d heard a lot since she’d been here. There was no longer the steady exodus to Resolve, which had been the norm in Pat’s day. Now people went off to college in Cork or Dublin, then on to work in the cities. But for every one who returned and settled in Finfarran there were six who found posts abroad that they wouldn’t find at home. Margot and her fiancé were exceptions to the rule. Cassie asked if she’d been born in Ballyfin.


‘Yeah. My dad was a fisherman. Well, he still is, but now he mainly does boat tours.’


‘And this is where you always wanted to settle?’


‘That’s it. Went off to college at nineteen. Always knew I’d be back.’ Her fiancé Paul was a blow-in, she explained. ‘He started out in the Lifeboat Service. Then he came here to work at the marina. It was a bit of a risk throwing up his job and moving to Finfarran, but we’d fallen in love as soon as we’d met and it’s worked out grand. I’ve told him there’s a site up the mountain with my name on it, and that’s where we’re going to live and raise our kids.’


There was still workable farmland to the north and south of the peninsula, but its tiny mountain farms were now considered unsustainable, and many were being parcelled out as building sites for homes. Margot’s had been left to her by an unmarried uncle. ‘It’s a gorgeous place. I used to go there a lot when I was a kid. Back up on the mountain where it’s quiet, but close enough for work. There’s a great school in Ballyfin, too, for the kids when they come along. This is a fab place to grow up. Sea, sand, freedom. Real food. God, I remember the meals we used to have at my uncle’s. Spuds from the field and fish caught by my dad. Evenings on the front step drinking tea, gazing out at the sunset. That’s my dream.’
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