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For Wilf




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.




Chapter One


The turquoise sky reflected the colour of the ocean. There was a stone slab for a doorstep and beyond it a scrubby field sloped to the cliff’s edge, where a stone wall marked the boundary. Beyond that was nothing more than a grassy ledge clustered with sea-pinks and a sheer drop to the churning waves below. The little house stood at the top of a narrow field with its back to the road and its door opening to the ocean. Hanna had pushed her way through a tangle of willow saplings and splashed through a muddy pool to scramble through a window in the lean-to extension at the back. Now, standing on the stone doorstep with her face to the sun, she could smell the damp smell of the derelict rooms behind her and the salt scent of the ocean as it thundered against the cliff.


It was forty years since she’d last stood on this threshold. The house behind her had always been dark and uninviting. Her Great-aunt Maggie had lived here, a pinched red-headed woman always shooing hens out the door and bewailing the price of paraffin. When Maggie died she had left it to Hanna, who was then still only a child. And now, desperate to be alone, Hanna had come here almost by instinct with her hope for the future in her hand.


A gull screeched in the blue air and, close by, a thrush fluttered in a willow tree. There were brown and yellow snail shells scattered like gems on the doorstep. It was too late now to worry about the state of the neat court shoes she had worn that morning to the library. Drawn by the sound of the waves, she moved down the field. The grass was waist high in places and tasselled pompoms tickled her elbows as she waded towards the huge arc of the sky. The low boundary wall built of field stones had fallen away here and there, so she approached it gingerly. Then, beyond a patch of flowering briars and a rusting fridge freezer, she found a place where the fallen stones made a low seat on the cliff above the ocean. High clouds were moving on the wind, and out where shining rocks pierced the waves foam glittered on the breakers. Hanna sat down, put her muddy feet on a cushion of sea pinks and stared at the envelope in her hand.


Her heart had lurched at first but now she found herself considering the weight of the heavy, expensive paper it was made of, the typed address and the stamp’s jewel-bright colours overlaid by the postmark. Turning it in her hand, she told herself that a letter was nothing but words on paper. And a librarian should know better than anyone how written words, moving through time and space, could change a person’s life. Two days a week she drove the county’s mobile library van from isolated villages to scattered mountain communities up and down the beautiful Finfarran Peninsula. She loved those long drives between high flowering hedges, and the thought of the books she carried and what they contained. For millennia, written words had conveyed dreams, visions and aspirations across oceans and mountains, and as she steered between puddles and potholes she was part of a process that stretched across distance and time, linking handwritten texts from Egypt and Mesopotamia with the plastic-covered novels, CDs and celebrity cookbooks lined up in the back of her van. Besides, those solitary hours on the road were oases of freedom and silence. And they were badly needed.


It was early closing day at the library so Hanna had locked up and driven home slowly, not looking forward to another afternoon in her mother’s company. Mary Casey was generous, big-hearted and entertaining but she was also interfering, tactless and a dreadful woman for sulking. Things had been different before Hanna’s dad Tom died about ten years ago. He doted on his wife and loved organising treats and surprises for her. Hanna could remember them back in the nineteen seventies setting out for dinner in a hotel in Carrick with Tom in his best blue suit and Mary, in pearls and new hair-do, giggling and flirting like a girl. Now, without anyone to spoil her, Mary’s charm was a lot less evident than her bossiness.


Of course, things were a lot less frantic in the mornings now without a teenager hogging the bathroom. But it still wasn’t easy to drink coffee and enjoy toast while Mary Casey, the queen of the full Irish breakfast, was frying up rashers and black pudding. The breakfast battle had been raging ever since Hanna had turned up on her widowed mother’s doorstep, with her sixteen-year-old daughter Jazz looking mutinous and two cases of unsuitable clothes packed at random in a fury. Back then, having uprooted Jazz from their London home without explanation and descended on her mother without warning, Hanna was desperate to keep the peace. Mary took the view that no one under her roof should face the day without a proper lining to her stomach. Jazz, raised by Hanna on croissants and orange juice, had been outraged by the sight of a grand runny egg on a pile of fried white soda bread. So for weeks Hanna had bought yoghurt for her daughter, grilled mushrooms for her mother and tried to interest both of them in muesli. It was a complete waste of time. Mornings had continued to be hell and, though Jazz who had just turned twenty was now living in a flatshare in France and working for an airline, Mary was still cooking full Irish breakfasts. And Hanna, at the age of fifty-one, was stuck in a dead-end job and sleeping in her mother’s back bedroom.


She had been born and raised in Crossarra, a few miles east of Lissbeg where she now worked in the library. But the house she’d grown up in was long gone. Her dad had kept the village post office, with a grocery counter on one side of the shop and two petrol pumps outside, and her mother had minded the till. Kids used to congregate there drinking red lemonade and eating chocolate and people who came to post letters or collect pensions would lean on the counter chatting. If a car drew up while Tom was weighing a parcel or helping someone to fill in a form, her mother would take his place behind the post office grille and Hanna would be called to cut cheese or slice bacon while her father worked the petrol pump. Casey’s had kept a little of everything, flour and tea and baking powder, apples and mouse traps, packets of biscuits and bullseyes, vegetables, batteries and marmalade. But now if people needed petrol or groceries they went to Lissbeg or to one of the supermarket chains ten miles away in Carrick where if you bought enough pasta and washing-up liquid you got a few cents off the price of the petrol that you’d used to make the trip.


In the nineteen eighties, when Hanna married and settled in London, her father had sold the shop and built a new house. To an ageing couple used to draughty rooms, a fiddly kitchen range and rattling window panes, the three-bedroom bungalow he built up on the main road was a dream retirement home. It had double glazing, central heating, a modern kitchen and a bright light in the middle of every ceiling. Hanna, who loved old houses and period features, hated it. Each time she turned her car in to the driveway she winced at the neon pink walls and the blue tiles in the entrance porch, proudly chosen by Mary. Screwed to a panel by the door was a large, enamel shamrock. The clash of the pink walls, blue tiles and lime green shamrock always set Hanna’s teeth on edge.


Beside the door was a plastic mailbox. Today as she’d lifted the lid her throat had tightened at the sight of the letter, with its familiar London postmark, addressed to ‘Ms Hanna Casey, Crossarra, Co. Finfarran, Ireland’. Though she’d been expecting it for a week, she could hardly bring herself to take it from the box. Then she’d picked it up and steeled herself to open it. Seconds later, without warning, it was tweaked out of her hand.


That had been only an hour ago. Now, high on the cliff above the churning ocean, she looked again at the envelope which was splashed with her angry tears. She had swung round when it slipped from her fingers and tried to grab it back. But Mary had fended her off.


‘Mam! Do you mind?’


‘How well you’re Mzz Hanna Casey, not Mrs Malcolm Turner.’


‘Well, I’m not Mrs Malcolm Turner, am I? It’s been three years since the divorce, Mam, get used to it.’


‘Oh, I’m well used to it, believe me. What I still don’t know is how you let it happen.’


‘I didn’t let it happen. Malcolm divorced me.’


‘After you’d been fool enough to give him the excuse.’


Hanna’s jaw set. ‘Mam, I don’t want to talk about it, OK? We’ve been through this a million times. I found him in bed with another woman. I took my child and left. What else was I supposed to do?’


‘You could have stood your ground and made sure he paid handsomely.’


‘I wasn’t thinking …’


‘Don’t I know you weren’t? The way you weren’t thinking when you got pregnant after knowing him ten minutes.’ Mary was in full flight now. ‘And then scuttling back home here after twenty years married in London! D’you know what I’m going to tell you, Hanna Mariah? You’re a fool to yerself and you always have been.’


‘Don’t call me Hanna Mariah.’


‘Your father sweated blood to give you an education. We had a grand little shop there for you to come into but, no, that wasn’t good enough. Off with madam to Carrick on her librarian’s course and then up to Dublin and away over to London. No holding you, no matter what I said. And your father paying out hand over fist all the way.’


Hanna grabbed the letter and pushed it into her bag. Her hands were shaking. Mary tossed her head.


‘I know fine well what’s in that letter. Plenty of old lawyer’s guff and no money.’


For a moment Hanna controlled herself. Zipping her bag, she turned to go into the house. Then Mary pulled her back and shook a finger at her.


‘I’ve told you before and I’ll tell you again, you were robbed blind by that shyster. You gave up the chance of a good career when you married him. I don’t care how much money he’s put by for Jazz, he owes you too, girl.’


Suddenly something snapped inside Hanna. She grabbed Mary by the shoulders and screamed at her. ‘For God’s sake, Mam, would you ever mind your own business?’


‘Ah Holy God Almighty, that I reared an eejit! You’re a fool Hanna Mariah Casey and the whole world knows it!’


To her horror, Hanna found herself sobbing. Then she scrabbled in her bag, found her keys and stumbled back to the car, desperate for silence and solitude but with no notion of where to go. Ten minutes later she’d forced her way through the long grass and willow saplings, splashed her shoes in the muddy pool and scrambled through the broken back window of the only place on earth she could call her own.


The trouble was that Mary Casey was right. No sensible woman would have walked out of her family home without thinking or announced when Malcolm divorced her that she didn’t want a penny of his money. Yet Hanna’s pride had been so hurt at the time that she wasn’t capable of being sensible. But now, with her daughter raised and out in the world and faced with a future cooped up with Mary Casey, she had swallowed her pride and written to Malcolm without telling a soul. Surely, she’d said in her letter, he could understand her position? Surely the price of a place of her own wasn’t too much to ask of him? There was a little estate of new houses on the outskirts of Lissbeg, she’d said, knowing well that the cost of such a house would be nothing at all to Malcolm. What she didn’t know was whether or not he’d be willing to be magnanimous.


Far out where the gulls were wheeling, light flashed on the ocean. Held in her fist were the words on paper that would change the course of her life. Taking a deep breath she squared her shoulders and ripped the envelope open.




Chapter Two


Early mornings in Lissbeg were always loud with the sounds of impatient horns, as cars competed with delivery vans and with shopkeepers struggling through Broad Street trying to get to work. Conor McCarthy couldn’t be doing with all that bother. Half the time he left his car at home and drove to his work in the library on his Vespa. It was the real thing, bought from an ad in the back of a newspaper and lovingly restored by Conor himself in a shed at the back of the cowshed. Weaving down Broad Street in Lissbeg might not be quite as cool as scooting round cathedral squares in Italy, but Conor reckoned that coming to work on his Vespa was a lot cooler than trying to find a place to park his old Ford.


The town of Lissbeg was five miles from the village of Crossarra. It was hardly more than a wide street that got wider in the town centre and had four narrow streets running off it. At its broadest point, a space that had once been a marketplace was given over to parking; the old horse trough in the middle of it, now filled with earth and surrounded by paving slabs, was planted each year by the council with busy lizzies or petunias. On one side of the flowery trough, bolted to the slabs, was a bench; but few people ever sat there because of the cars parked around it. According to Conor’s mam, all the school kids used to hang out round the horse trough back in the day. But you’d hardly see a kid in town at all now the new co-ed school was way out the road.


Across from the horse trough, the centre of Broad Street was taken up by the frontage of the old girls’ school. The footprint of the site reached back along the two side streets that bordered it, taking in both the old school buildings and the convent which had once run it. When the nuns closed the school, the county council had rented some space there and Lissbeg’s library was moved from a prefab, which had always been unsuitable, into the long, panelled room that had once been the school assembly hall. The main council building was in Carrick, but the council had located a few of its offices in the old classrooms on the ground floor in Lissbeg and a small car park had been carved out of the nuns’ walled garden. Both the library and the offices were accessed from a courtyard that had once been the entrance to the school. You got into the car park via a pedestrian gate from the courtyard and a security gate from the street, but only people with designated parking spaces had zappers to let them in. Miss Casey had a space with LIBRARIAN stencilled on the tarmac in bright yellow spray paint, but Conor had to fend for himself because, as far as the County Library in Carrick was concerned, a part-timer with a parallel existence as a farmer wasn’t a real council worker. Which was fine by Conor. He didn’t fancy himself as what his dad always called a pen-pusher. He just liked books.


Actually, it was no trouble to find a corner for the Vespa, though Miss Casey was always complaining that he ought to have a designated parking place. Conor reckoned that had a lot to do with keeping her own end up by demanding respect for her assistant. But it was nice of her all the same. And, oddly enough, he liked Miss Casey. Most people called her stuck up and stand-offish, but she was grand once you got to know her. It was weird to think that the library had been her school hall when she was a kid and that the whole place used to be leppin’ with nuns. There was still a couple of old ones living behind in the convent, which, according to Conor’s brother Joe, was probably why the Church hadn’t sold the place off long ago. Some of the lads in the pub said Joe was daft. All right, it was a grand big site in the middle of town, but you only had to look at the state of the property market to see that no one would offer for it. What with the banks refusing loans and the country full of brand new houses that wouldn’t sell, the bishop must be down on his two knees thanking God that he’d struck his deal with the council. At least he had a decent whack of rent coming in to keep the damp out of the buildings and the lights on.


Conor steered the Vespa round the mass of parked cars in the centre of Broad Street, cutting in and out between the cars and lorries. Then he got off and wheeled it into the courtyard which had once been the entrance to the school. According to his mam, that entrance had never been used by the nuns. They had a private door round the back of the block, leading into the convent. The old school door now had a plastic notice saying OPENING HOURS 9.30–5.00, MONDAY TO FRIDAY. The door to the library was across the courtyard. Generally Conor left his Vespa there in a corner, except on Wednesdays when the space was blocked by wheelie bins waiting to be emptied. This morning the space was free so he locked his scooter, took off his helmet and went into the library.


He loved the smell of the books in the panelled room. Most of them were fairly new but some belonged to a collection that had been there when the room was the old school hall. They had leather covers and thick pages with torn edges and the leather and the paper smelt wonderful. He wasn’t sure he’d want to read them, mind, with their tiny print and dark pictures and diagrams, but he loved the feel of them in his hand. Their bindings had tooled edges and rubbed gilt decoration and the endpapers had feathery patterns on them like you’d get on a cream slice. Miss Casey kept them in the old bookcase with glass doors at the end of the room and nobody really noticed them. The novels and reference books and all the other sections were displayed on modern metal shelves. Each was covered in a transparent plastic jacket and whenever a book was returned the jacket was cleaned with a solution of washing-up liquid kept in a spray bottle. And before anything was put back on the shelves it had to be checked for dodgy bookmarks. People left the most unlikely things in books. Once Conor had discovered a rasher of bacon in a Maeve Binchy novel and Miss Casey had hit the roof. She drafted a stern email saying the book would have to be replaced at once and an official invoice would follow. Conor loved the idea of old Fitzgerald the butcher, a tetchy little man with a face like a hen’s bottom, being a closet Maeve Binchy reader. The book had been taken out by Fitzgerald’s wife – it was almost always women who came into the library – but there was no doubt that the rasher had come from the butcher’s shop.


So Conor and Miss Casey didn’t have much in common. Except the books. Having said that, there were times when you’d think Miss Casey didn’t like books at all, the way she wouldn’t want to chat about them. But then, other times, she’d show him things like that big book about Canaletto which had amazing paintings of Italy. Afterwards, Conor had typed ‘Images + Italy’ into a search engine and been blown away by a mixture of really old paintings and really cool photographs, including guys on Vespas whizzing round cathedral squares. That was what had made him determined to find himself a Vespa of his own.


Today, as soon as he’d checked the computers, Conor nipped down to make himself a coffee. Miss Casey was at the desk looking a bit grim so he didn’t disturb her. Not that her moods took a feather out of him; he was used to them and, anyway, as his mam said, you’d have a right to be moody if you lived with old Mary Casey. While he was waiting in the little kitchen for the kettle to boil, he gave the sink a bit of a scrub. You might as well get on with other stuff since you didn’t get many borrowers this early in the morning. Though young mums with buggies would sometimes use the library as a meeting place, which was another thing that annoyed Miss Casey. Conor suspected that, if she had her way, she’d have an old-fashioned sign up saying SILENCE. She had a terrible down on what she called gossip and the sight of a bunch of girls with their heads together in the corner drove her wild. Conor thought they livened the place up.


The trouble with Lissbeg was that there were few enough places for people to meet. It seemed like every year someone would get the notion of opening a coffee shop or a deli where you could sit around and chat. They’d borrow money, paint a place up and put out plants and stuff to attract attention. Sometimes there’d be a bit about it on the local radio or they’d take an ad in the free newspaper that was delivered to the hotels and B&Bs up and down the peninsula. But most tourists drove by Lissbeg without stopping and people like Conor’s mum weren’t up for expensive organic pine nuts or mozzarella wraps. So, sooner or later, handwritten signs advertising full Irish breakfasts for a few euro would get stuck up in the new coffee shop windows and then you’d see tea and maybe toast thrown in for free. In the end the money would run out, the business would collapse and yet another window in the town would be full of lists of kitchenware and shop fittings for sale.


And each time Conor attended a farewell party for another of his friends who had given up on making their living in Lissbeg, he thanked his lucky stars for his own job in the library. It might only be three days a week, but it was steady work and it meant that the family farm hadn’t had to be sold. Conor’s dad, Paddy McCarthy, had injured his back several years ago: he could still get about but the heavy work was more than Conor’s brother Joe could do on his own and the farm didn’t yield a decent wage for the three of them. If it hadn’t been for the library, Conor would have been on the emigrant boat and the land the McCarthys had farmed for generations would have been sold off to strangers. It was great to know that they could stagger on, at least for the time being. And maybe later on, if things changed at home, he could train for a proper qualification and find himself a full-time library job. Nothing was certain these days though. And, like his dad always said when he had a black mood on him, it only took a stroke of some pen-pusher’s pen to turn everyone’s dreams upside down.




Chapter Three


Hanna sat in an airport departure lounge with her bag at her feet, glaring at Malcolm’s letter. Her wretched mother had been right about that too; sent from his office and typed by his secretary, it had indeed been full of old lawyer’s guff. And the reply to her request was unequivocal: Hanna had made her position plain when the divorce settlement was being reached and there was no question of the matter being reopened.


Hanna set her jaw firmly. All right, it was she who had walked out on Malcolm, but it was he who had driven her to it with his cheating and lies. And, unlike Mary Casey, who would have taken him for every penny he had, she wasn’t looking for revenge. All she wanted was a house to live in. Malcolm could afford it. And she was owed it. They’d met in London in their early twenties, when she still had her sights on a job as an art librarian. Malcolm was well on his way up his own career ladder, boosted by an expensive education and his parents’ impeccable background. But however much he wanted to ignore the fact now, they had forged his success together. The house she had found for them was a tall, narrow building in a shabby London square in an area that had come down in the world, though anyone with half an eye could see it was due to come up again. It was late Georgian, with a stucco front, a narrow hall and a graceful staircase leading to the first floor reception rooms. Hanna had found an architect and a builder who stripped it back to its original glory, removing layers of paper and paint, knocking out partitions and restoring lost cornices. She installed an oil-fired range in the basement kitchen and added a conservatory opening onto the back garden, planting espaliered pear trees against the high brick walls. For months she scoured architectural salvage yards for cast iron baths and fire grates, a deep butler’s sink and cut-glass doorknobs. The bedrooms were hung with hand-printed paper and the curving mahogany banister was sanded and polished with beeswax. It took nearly a year for the house to be ready and by the time they moved in she was in love with it. On their first evening there, she and Malcolm had wandered hand in hand through the rooms till they came to the master bedroom, where Hanna had chosen fabrics in shades of grey to complement the sage-green walls. When she opened the door she found a bottle of champagne on the bedside table, standing in a silver, Georgian wine cooler. Malcolm had laughed at her astonishment.


‘Doesn’t it fit in? It’s supposed to be exactly the right period.’


It was, and it was perfect. As he poured the champagne he told her again how much he loved her. That night, curled up in the bed in which she later found him with Tessa, Hanna had told herself she had never been happier. Years afterwards, putting two and two together, she realised that his affair with the woman who had been their family friend must already have begun in the month when she herself was choosing bedroom fabrics.


As the gate number for her flight appeared on the digital display, Hanna glanced down again at the letter. The address of Malcolm’s barristers’ chambers proclaimed his firm’s wealth and standing and the position of his name on the letterhead indicated the level of seniority that he’d worked and schemed for in the years when they were married. Stuffing the envelope into her bag, she stood up and made for the departure gate. Malcolm might think that the case was closed, but the time had come to reopen it.


Inspiration had struck her when she’d read his letter three days ago, sitting on the wall above the ocean. She should have known that writing to Malcolm was just playing into his hands. The letter she’d sent him had dented her pride and sapped her diminished confidence, while his reply had cost him nothing. And if she were to write again things would just get worse. Hadn’t she spent years listening to him pontificate about the joys of a war of attrition? ‘Grind the other fellow down,’ he’d said, winking at her over the polished silverware and the expensive lobster or venison, sent by some grateful client. ‘Make him feel a fool and you’ll make him act like a loser.’ It was what he and his overpaid colleagues called strategy. So, high on her clifftop, staring out across silver waves and drifting seagulls, Hanna had made up her mind. What was required was a little stratagem of her own. Taking out her phone, she’d dialled the familiar number of Malcolm’s office and spoken briskly to his secretary.


‘That’s right. Mrs Turner, his ex-wife. Tell him I’ll meet him in Parsons Hotel in Mayfair on Saturday.’


She heard the girl catch her breath in surprise, but she went on smoothly.


‘You have that? Thank you. Tell Mr Turner I’ll expect him at three fifteen.’


Closing the phone to end the call, she’d winked triumphantly at a seagull. Not only had Malcolm’s secretary had no time to get a word in, but choosing three fifteen had made it sound as if her own time were so important that she measured it in quarter-hour slots.


Now, as the plane cruised above the world and its problems, a pretty girl who could easily be Jazz, but wasn’t, poured Hanna a tea. After a few sips she just held the cup as far away from her as possible until it was taken away. All she needed at this point was to turn up in a five-star hotel milk stained or scalded.


The dress she was wearing was a plain shift, cleverly cut in soft, wine-coloured wool, with elbow-length sleeves and a high neckline. On the day that she’d left Malcolm and come to Ireland in a fury, she had chucked it into a suitcase without even thinking. In London she had always dressed in the height of fashion and in the Norfolk cottage where she and Malcolm and Jazz used to spend their weekends she had cupboards full of jeans and tops, cashmere sweaters, designer scarves and deck shoes. Yet she had turned up on Mary Casey’s doorstep with a ridiculous assortment of clothing which made no sense for any occasion, especially not any she was likely to find in Crossarra. Most of what she’d thrown into her suitcase that day was long gone to charity shops in Carrick. But fortunately she’d had enough sense to hold on to one or two plain, good pieces. The dress still looked as stylish as ever; and in the airport, with the help of hairpins and hairspray, she had managed to twist her shoulder length dark hair into a fairly convincing French pleat. Afterwards she had considered her appearance in the mirror of the ladies’ loo. Not exactly Audrey Hepburn but certainly good enough to pass muster in a Mayfair hotel. Provided that she took off her chain-store coat before she got there and carried it over her arm.


It was raining when the plane landed. Hanna took the tube into the city and emerged onto a wet London street. Spotting a taxi with its light on, she waved it to a halt. It was vital to remember the big picture. Having decided to splash out on flights and a night in a hotel, the cost of a taxi was just peanuts. And it was going to make a difference. Not only would it keep her hair from springing out of its French pleat, turning her from a mature Audrey Hepburn into a mad, frizzy version of Barbara Streisand, but it would encourage the hotel commissionaire to open doors for her. She was perfectly capable of opening doors for herself, but what she was after was an air of authority which would prompt other people to treat her as the self-assured woman she needed to be – or, at least, to feel that she was – when she met Malcolm. Assuming he turned up. The thought that he mightn’t suddenly twisted Hanna’s stomach into a knot. Then the taxi pulled into the sweep before Parsons Hotel and a uniformed commissionaire darted forward holding a large umbrella. Taking a deep breath, Hanna swung her legs out of the cab and strolled towards the hotel doors.




Chapter Four


It wasn’t often that Conor got time off at the weekends and mostly when he did he hung out at home, tinkering with the Vespa out in the old cowshed or chilling in front of the telly. But this afternoon he’d had a text from his friend Dan Cafferky who was meeting a couple of girls in Lissbeg for coffee. Going into town meant taking a shower and making himself halfway decent but it beat watching some old Harrison Ford movie with his mam, who had got to the sofa first and claimed the remote.


Bríd Carney had been in school with Dan and Conor and her cousin Aideen had been a couple of years behind them. Conor hadn’t seen Bríd for ages. She was just back in Lissbeg after doing some class of a cookery science degree and the two girls ran the new delicatessen across the way from the library. They called it HabberDashery, because the building used to be an old shop selling sewing stuff, and, according to Bríd, it was doing all right, though not brilliantly. In fact, when Dan and Conor arrived it was empty, but at least that meant they could sit and have a bit of a chat. When Aideen got iffy about taking payment for the coffees Dan told her she was daft. His own business running marine eco-trips on the north side of the peninsula wasn’t doing too well either, he said, but he could still afford a latte. Just about.


They sat around one of the tables, with Bríd poised to nip back round the counter, and Dan talked about whale watching. You got masses of tourists these days who were mad for ecology. But the problem over his way was the lack of decent roads that would bring them to you. Bríd said the real problem was that damn road running straight through from Carrick to Ballyfin; the crazy speed limit meant that tourists never slowed down and found the great places either side of it. Since neither the farm nor the library depended on the tourists, Conor sat back and listened while the others talked. He’d had a notion that Dan had fancied Bríd back at school but maybe they’d moved on since then. There was nothing lovey-dovey about their talk anyway, it was all about profit margins and ways to get by. Aideen was full of determination to make a go of the girls’ business in Lissbeg.


‘It’s not that I don’t want to travel, mind. I just want to have the choice. And in the end it’s here I’d like to live.’


Dan tipped a packet of sugar into his latte. ‘You see, that’s what I think. I was a year in Australia but I want to settle in my own place. But look at my poor mum and dad there, trying make a go of their shop. They’ve got the post office as well and the Internet café out the back. I mean that’s three businesses in one and they’re only just treading water. And here’s me, trying to sell whale-watching to tourists that can hardly find their way to me. And half the time I’ve got to go labouring to make ends meet, so I’m not available when they do come.’


‘Maybe you need some kind of website or online presence.’


‘Maybe you could ask the council or the tourist board to give you a hand.’


‘Sure, the only ones they’ll give a hand to are the crowd back in Ballyfin.’


It was an old complaint but Bríd shook her head and called it a self-fulfilling prophecy. ‘Listen, we’re all paying taxes. And I’ll tell you something else. If you don’t ask you don’t get.’


Dan interrupted her. ‘Yeah, but I’ll tell you what gets up my nose. Nobody’s interested in our opinion. The people who actually live here. Nobody comes to us and says, “This is what we’re planning to do, come and tell us what you think of it.”’


Bríd and Conor were nodding when Aideen interrupted. Actually, she said, that wasn’t true. There were posters up in Carrick about some council consultation meeting that would affect next year’s budget for the whole peninsula. Or maybe it was a plan they were rolling out over the next five years. Anyway, they were going to have a public meeting in a few weeks and present their ideas. Dan gave a big laugh out of him as if Aideen was just stupid. The whole thing would be a stitch-up because that was always the way of it. Brown envelopes in back rooms. That’s what his dad said anyway. Aideen turned red and retreated behind the counter. Watching her fiddle awkwardly with some dishes in the sink, Conor felt sorry for her. After all it was Dan who’d mentioned consultation in the first place. It crossed Conor’s mind to give him a hack on the shin but it was too late and, anyway, Aideen probably wouldn’t thank him for it. She was kind of shy and the chances were that she wouldn’t want him making a fuss.


Later, as he zoomed home on his Vespa, Conor told himself that Dan Cafferky was right about one thing anyway. Every tourist penny in Finfarran seemed to get spent in Ballyfin. Once a little fishing port, it was now a booming tourist resort, with jet-setters and movie stars hanging out in its narrow streets and a string of fashionable restaurants by the beach, where champagne was always on ice. Because of Ballyfin’s remote location at the western end of the peninsula beyond the Knockinver Mountains, it had been sold internationally to the tourists as the best-kept secret in Ireland. Everyone on the rest of the peninsula called it the worst-kept secret in the world. But Aideen was right. Well signposted and expensively maintained, the wide road from Carrick led directly to Ballyfin and the country roads that led off it were seldom travelled by tourists. Which wasn’t all that surprising because most of them were hard enough going in a tractor. In fact, the really well-kept secret on the Finfarran Peninsula was its farmland and forest and the cliffs to the south and north, areas that were full of outlying farms and scattered villages. Those were the communities Miss Casey served in the library van. And, as far as Conor could see, the pen-pushers hardly knew they were there at all.




Chapter Five


At the reception desk Hanna registered as Mrs M. Turner, took her key and went to her room. Then, resolutely ignoring the fact that each item on the menu cost more than a week’s worth of packed lunches at the library, she called room service and ordered a sandwich and a large pot of tea.


‘Darjeeling or China, Madam?’


‘Earl Grey’, Hanna said firmly. If she was going to meet Malcolm at three fifteen she had better practise being assertive. He could stonewall her in a letter, but surely if they sat in a room and talked they could work something out.


He had always been controlling. Looking back now, Hanna could see that. Louisa and George Turner had doted on their clever, good-looking son and raised him to be an achiever. In contrast, Hanna’s own parents, Tom and Mary, had been baffled by their only child’s ambition. But Tom had willingly paid for her training in Carrick and tucked a roll of five-pound notes into her pocket as she set off for her first job as a local librarian in Dublin. And when she phoned to say she was moving to London, he had wished her well. Mary had snatched the receiver from his hand and told her that she was killing her poor father. Hanna had been about to ring off when she heard Tom’s gentle voice again.


‘Don’t be listening to your mam, pet, we’re made up for you. It’s just that London’s a long way away.’


‘It isn’t really, Dad, and it’s a big thing to have got a place in this college. It could lead to a job in a gallery. And that’s what I’ve always wanted.’


It always had been. It was pictures that had mattered to her first. Words had come later. She had had no interest in reading when she was young. Indeed, all they’d had at home in her childhood was a battered Victorian bible and a paperback life of John F. Kennedy. What had seized her imagination in the first place was a painting of a house.


It was a square eighteenth-century manor, painted in oils. In front of it a young man in a tricorn hat, a yellow coat, knee britches and a gorgeously embroidered waistcoat stood at a horse’s head. The horse was harnessed to a high-wheeled open carriage in which a pink-cheeked young woman in powdered curls and a quilted petticoat sat with a toddler on her knee. Even as a teenager Hanna had been aware of the sense of achievement that radiated from the painting. There was a groom somewhere in the background, but the hand on the horse’s bridle was the master’s and the swagger with which he presented his good fortune to the viewer was far too touching to be arrogant. Looking back now, Hanna realised that what had attracted her as a child was that naïve blend of materialism and romance. Here was a world in which people hardly older than herself lived in enviable surroundings, wrapped in domestic harmony. Obviously the couple were in love. Clearly, they owned all that they surveyed. For Hanna, raised in the rooms over Crossarra’s Post Office, the painting offered heart-stopping possibilities.


She had discovered it on a flier for an art exhibition, tucked into a school library book which some teacher had told her to read. The book was boring and the exhibition was long over by the time the fourteen-year-old Hanna had found the flier, but the reproduction of the painting had captivated her. That year, during the summer holidays, she had cajoled her father into taking her to Dublin to visit the National Gallery. They walked round for an hour without finding her painting but by the time they emerged Hanna was hooked on art. She already knew that she was useless with a paintbrush or pencil, but there were people who looked after all this stuff, and wrote the signs under the pictures and statues, and created lists and catalogues. Maybe you could get a job doing something like that. Later on, when she discovered that big art galleries had libraries, everything fell into place. She would train to be a librarian and find herself a job in a gallery. And the rest of her life would be spent among paintings that made your eyes fizz and your brain dance, and beautiful books that told you all about them.


Back then it wasn’t only the fact that she’d found a career to aspire to that excited her; it was the thought that one day, somewhere beyond the confines of the Finfarran Peninsula, she might find her own version of the lifestyle portrayed in the painting, complete with the perfect home, the perfect lover and the perfect family. But now, looking back at that eighteenth-century couple, as smug as any pair of twenty-first-century lovers posting photos on Facebook, all she could see was fragility. The merchant ship lost at sea. The failed bank. The germs that threatened the nursery and the dangers attendant on childbirth. The fortune lost at play or spent on a mistress. The loneliness of a wife stuck out in the country while her husband was gadding in town.


A knock at the hotel bedroom door startled Hanna out of her reverie. It was a waiter with her sandwich. As he placed it on a table in the window, Hanna looked at her surroundings. Here she was in a quietly decorated room in a discreet London side street while Mary Casey was probably rattling along in a country bus, off to do her weekly shop in Carrick. The door closed behind the waiter and Hanna looked down at her chicken sandwich. There was a little salad of beetroot leaves, spinach and walnuts in a bowl beside the plate. The china was porcelain and a heavy silver knife and fork were rolled up in a damask napkin. It was the kind of service she had got used to while she was married to Malcolm but, as her mother frequently told her, it was far from that she was reared; and it was very different to the life she had when she first moved to London to study. When she’d arrived in London, she’d found a flat in Paddington, where she lived with three other girls in their early twenties. Together they visited galleries and museums, window-shopped in the King’s Road, drank beer in pubs by the river and ate spaghetti in little Italian restaurants in Soho. Lucy, the oldest, worked as a sous chef and cheerfully cooked for the others, who were still students like Hanna. Their flat, on the fourth floor of a grubby Victorian building, had a brick balcony outside the kitchen window. In summer they sat out there drinking wine at a rickety table with their bare legs stretched out in the sun, while Diana Ross sang ‘Endless Love’ on the radio and the smells of the city reached them mixed with the scent of Ambre Solaire.


Hanna and Malcolm first met in the restaurant where Lucy worked. The other girls from the flat had taken her there for a birthday treat and Lucy had wangled a free platter of gelati topped with coloured sparklers for dessert. Everyone in the restaurant had clapped when it was carried in by waiters singing ‘Happy Birthday’, and a group of guys at a nearby table sent over a bottle of champagne. So, inevitably, the two tables had joined up. And that was the beginning. Within weeks Hanna and Malcolm were an item and a month later she had met his parents, who lived in a big house in Kent with sloping lawns and a tennis court. They drove up from London on a Saturday and Louisa, his mother, met them in a hallway where there was a fireplace with a carved overmantel and a bowl of lilies on the hearth. While Malcolm parked the car, Louisa led Hanna through to the living room and they sat in chintz-covered armchairs by an open French window. Louisa had been charming and Hanna had liked her at once. They were chatting about how Hanna and Malcolm had met in the restaurant when Malcolm himself strolled into the room, interrupting their conversation.


‘Fate? It was nothing of the sort. I saw her the moment she walked through the door and I knew at once that I wanted her!’


Everyone laughed, including Hanna. Back then Malcolm’s assurance and assertiveness had seemed warm and affectionate, not overbearing. And although it was his manner and good looks that had swept her off her feet, she was still Tom Casey’s daughter from Crossarra who had grown up behind a shop counter among people who were no fools. She knew there was more to Malcolm than macho charm. He was intelligent and courageous, hardworking and interesting, and very good to his parents.


And he really loved her. Three months later when she found that she was pregnant she had had no thought of marriage. She’d been thinking of a termination and had only told him about the baby because she believed he had a right to know. It was he who was delighted, grabbing her in a bear hug and wanting to call people with the news. Sitting on the double bed in his parents’ guest room, Hanna had looked at him in amazement.


‘How come they’re not furious?’


‘Because when I’m happy they’re happy too.’


He had knelt down in front of her and taken her hands. ‘Does that mean you’ve decided to accept my proposal?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Please, Hanna. Let’s just do it. I love you. I want to look after you. I want us to raise our child together and be happy.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘That I want to be happy?’


‘No, idiot, are you sure that we’re right for each other? We never talked about marriage. None of this was planned.’


‘You speak for yourself, Miss Casey, I heard wedding bells the first moment I saw you.’


‘And what? You sabotaged a condom to make it happen?’


He grinned at her. ‘No, that bit really was Fate. I should have thought of it, though. You’d never have found out.’


She had laughed down at him, bending her head to kiss him as he knelt by the bed. Yet in these last few bitter years she’d realised that what they’d been joking about was a central trait in Malcolm’s personality. He had been raised to assume that he had a God-given right to whatever he wanted, and his instinct was to manipulate everyone and everything around him in order to get it.


It had been a different story when she rang her own parents to tell them about her engagement. Mary Casey had a pregnancy radar that functioned regardless of distance.


‘Holy God Almighty, Hanna Mariah, you’ve got yourself into trouble. Didn’t I tell your poor father no good could come of this library nonsense?’


Hanna listened to several minutes of outrage from her mother before her dad came on the line.


‘Are you all right, pet? Are you well in yourself?’


So long as she was ‘well in herself’ Tom would have been content to go along with her half-established fiction that she was happily engaged with no sign of a baby on the horizon. Just as he would have turned the sign on the shop door and taken the boat to England to beat the hell out of any man who made her unhappy. His kindness made Hanna choke, just as Mary’s response had enraged her.


‘What about your great job prospects now, girl? It’s far from museums and galleries you’ll spend your life, I can tell you, with a child on your hip and a man to look after.’


A week or so after that phone call Hanna had moved in with Malcolm. He lived in a big flat in a mansion block near Sloane Square, belonging to some cousin who let him rent it for peanuts.


‘It’s family property. I think our mutual great-great-grandfather bought it when the block was built.’


‘But where does your cousin live?’


‘Near my parents. You’ll meet him sometime. He has a pied-à-terre here in town as well, but closer to his work’.


To Hanna, the idea that a family would have large bits of real estate scattered about unoccupied was extraordinary. And the flat was lovely. It had two bedrooms, a living room with windows opening onto a wide balcony and a kitchen where Malcolm’s cleaner did the laundry and the ironing once a week. The balcony was accessed through a floor-to-ceiling window which opened like a door. In Hanna’s Paddington flat-share the dusty balcony where the girls ate, studied and chattered had been reached through a sash window via an upturned box.


In the beginning she had tried to keep up with her course work. But it was high summer and London had shimmered with heat. Twice Hanna felt so dizzy on tube trains that the staff summoned First Aid. The idea of taking taxis to lectures seemed ridiculous, there was no direct bus route and the walk was too long to be practical. Eventually, having felt so ill that she’d missed a whole module, she decided to give up her course and re-enrol the next year. As she left her tutor’s room she saw a sceptical gleam in his eye.


In retrospect Hanna couldn’t remember if it was Malcolm or his mother who’d proposed a wedding in Kent. She was all for avoiding a day dominated by Mary Casey. There was a moment of concern when she realised that the Turners envisaged a service in the idyllic medieval chapel in their local village while her own parents were geared up for nuptial Mass in the nearest Roman Catholic church. But George and Louisa were understanding, cars were arranged to whisk the guests from the house to the church and back again and, to top it all, Malcolm charmed the socks off the priest whom Louisa invited to tea to discuss the ceremony. The Turners’ impressive home and Louisa’s graciousness over the teacups had combined to make the priest waive the requirement to attend classes explaining his Church’s views on marriage. He’d be delighted to marry them, he said, leaning back in a comfortable chair and accepting a slice of Battenberg, and he’d be honoured to attend the reception. By the time he left, carrying a bottle of George’s vintage port, Hanna suspected he’d have been equally delighted to marry her to a tree-worshipper.
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