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PEOPLE WHO LIVE IN FINFARRAN SAY YOU CAN SEE four seasons of the year there in a single day. Then, in case you’d think they were being poetic, they point out that you’ll never know what you ought to wear, so you’d better be prepared for anything.


The county town of Carrick to the east is the gateway to the Finfarran Peninsula, which stretches into the Atlantic from Ireland’s rugged west coast. It’s a place of fishing ports and villages, the little town of Lissbeg with its shops and school and businesses, high cliffs, a deep forest, isolated farms and long, golden beaches. As the clouds whirl in from the ocean, they bring rain on the wind followed by rainbows. Cool, dew-spangled mornings can change to long days of burning turquoise skies and end in red-gold sunsets with a chill in the air that sends you home to hot whiskey and crackling fires. With fuel from the forest and turf from the bogs, Finfarran’s homes have never lacked comfort. Yet scattered along the peninsula are emigrants’ houses where the soul of the buildings has flickered out along with the fire on the hearth.


The house that people still call Maggie’s place stands on a cliff in a rutted field with its back to a narrow lane. For years it stood empty, its blind windows facing the ocean and its slates shattered by storms. Self-seeded willow trees and yellow furze smothered the sloping field that ran down to the clifftop and the boundary walls were lost in curling briars. Inside the house, dead ashes lay on the hearthstone and crows’ feathers drifted from the chimney onto the stone floor. Outside, by the gable end, were the fallen walls of a stone shed that had once held a turf stack. At some time or another half the rubbish of the parish seemed to have ended up in Maggie’s field. Among the rusting washing machines and fridge freezers were broken bits of furniture, old bikes and knackered lawnmowers. Each summer they disappeared among waving flowers and grasses and each winter they stood out starkly like the bones of starving beasts.


So every year the house and the field looked more decrepit. Yet each autumn when seeds fell from the flowers and the grasses, the promise of renewed life entered the earth. And under the fallen stones at the gable end were hidden the seeds of a story, waiting in silence and darkness to emerge into the light.




CHAPTER ONE


ALTHOUGH HANNA HAD LIVED HERE FOR OVER A year, she still opened her eyes each morning to a rush of astonished delight. Now, stretching luxuriously in a shaft of sunlight, she looked around. Her room was just big enough to take her double bed, a chair and a chest of drawers. She had painted the walls herself, using a soft shade of yellow to contrast with the rich grey colour she’d chosen for the window frames. A ceiling-high, built-in cupboard, which was a paler shade of grey, served as a wardrobe, and the rails of the old brass bed had been painted in deep cream enamel.


The front door of the house opened onto a narrow field that sloped down to a low stone wall, beyond which was a grassy ledge and a sheer drop to the churning Atlantic. The building stood alone surrounded by fields, so, eager to allow as much light as possible into the small rooms, Hanna had hung no curtains on the windows that faced the ocean.


Beneath the duvet on this unhurried Sunday morning, her toes curled with pleasure as she watched dust motes in sunlight drift round the battered brass balls on the bedposts, which she’d polished to a golden sheen.


It was late spring, when the weather on Ireland’s Atlantic coast veered between balmy days that brought green shoots, and days of howling, bitter gales that brought floods and freezing sleet.


Yesterday Hanna had pottered between the fireside and the slate worktop by the cooker where she’d measured out buttermilk, flour and soda in a green glass tumbler and kneaded and cut a batch of scones before sliding them into the oven. Then, with a scone piled with butter and jam in her hand and a book on her knee, she’d sat by the fire while the wind hurled rain against the window. But now sunshine beckoned her outdoors. Pushing back her duvet, which was patterned in yellows, greens and greys like her spring garden, she reached for her kimono and made for the bathroom.


Later, still wrapped in her kimono and with her feet pushed into wellingtons, she carried a coffee and an apple down the field, climbed the stile, and settled herself on the wooden bench on the clifftop ledge beyond her boundary wall. The sun on her face was warm and the view stretched for miles from the edge of the cliff to the shimmering silver line where the sky met the ocean.


Lazy mornings like this one belonged to Hanna’s weekends. The rest of her week began with the bleep of her alarm, a snatched breakfast and a quick shower before the three-mile drive to work, and, though she loved her job in Lissbeg’s public library, she took huge delight in the hours she spent at home. What she cherished most was her sense of independence. After a painful divorce she’d spent several years living with her teenage daughter, Jazz, in her widowed mother’s retirement bungalow. It hadn’t been easy. By any standards Mary Casey was a difficult woman and, now that Jazz had flown the nest, Hanna’s pleasure in moving to her own home was augmented by the relief of averting what had seemed like an inevitable future cooped up with her bossy mother. Physical distance had made their relationship easier, but Mary could still be infuriating. Today she had summoned her daughter and granddaughter to a family lunch which Hanna would have been glad to get out of. Still, it would be great to see Jazz. And, opinionated and volatile though Mary might be, her Sunday roasts were delicious.


Tipping out the dregs of her coffee, Hanna reminded herself that she had several hours to enjoy in her own garden before driving to her mother’s bungalow. As she wandered back up the field towards the house, she wondered if she ought to clean its windows. The wind from the ocean had crusted them with salt, making them as opaque as the windows of greased paper she’d read about in a book about the American frontier.


The simplicity of her house delighted her and she’d wanted to retain its integrity when restoring it but, having been born and raised in the locality, she’d opted without hesitation for triple glazing. This was no holiday home to be enjoyed in high summer and locked up and left empty when winter roared in from the north and the east. Like every other house of its kind on the Finfarran Peninsula, it had been built for a family who farmed the fields, burned turf on the open hearth and, in many cases, ended their days by the fireside crippled with rheumatism. Hanna knew that if her father’s Aunt Maggie, from whom she’d inherited the house, had had the chance of installing triple glazing, she’d have grabbed it with both knotted hands. So, even though integrity had mattered and money had been a major consideration, Hanna had cut no corners herself when it came to practicality – a tiny extension at the back of the house contained a well-heated bathroom and utility room; her oven was electric and her hob was gas, in case of power cuts; and her glazing came with a proper guarantee.


She smiled as she remembered the frontier log cabins she’d read about. The window lights had often been made from marriage certificates: the precious documents, frequently the only suitable piece of material that a frontier couple owned, were carefully greased or waxed and installed by the man of the house when building a home for his family. There was no man in Hanna’s story now and, approaching the house through the rutted field, she could honestly say that she felt no lack of one. She was Hanna Casey again, not Mrs Malcolm Turner. Her marriage was behind her and her future was ahead and, whatever the future might bring her, right now she was revelling in solitude.


Her great-aunt Maggie had left her the house and the clifftop field more than forty years ago and, when she’d first heard of the bequest as a twelve year old, she’d been baffled. ‘But why?’ she’d asked. ‘What would I want it for?’ Her father had shrugged and smiled at her. ‘Life is long, pet. You’d never know what might happen.’


Time had proved him right and, having forgotten about her tumbledown inheritance for most of her adult life, Hanna had come to thank her stars for it. It was all she possessed that was unencumbered by the grief and anger of her divorce and, in the process of restoration, it had become both a sanctuary and a solace.


Maggie Casey, who had lived well into her eighties, was a termagant. Like most of her generation she had spent time in England, but Hanna remembered her here in the house as a pinched, bad-tempered old woman always shooing hens out the door and bewailing the price of paraffin. By the end of her life, having alienated most of her neighbours, she depended heavily on her nephew, Hanna’s dad Tom, for help and company. But the claim on Tom’s time and attention had infuriated Hanna’s mother, Mary. To begin with, having no option, she’d put up with it. Then, as soon as Hanna was old enough, she took to sending her round to Maggie’s to give her a hand: wasn’t it good for a young one to make herself useful, she said, and wasn’t there plenty of work at home for Tom to be getting on with? Torn between two demanding women, Tom had acquiesced, presumably deciding that that would be best for everyone. As a child Hanna was unaware of those interwoven threads of adult resentment, dependence, pity and acceptance. But what she did know was that her own relationship with her gentle, loving father stirred up deep wells of jealousy in her mother, who adored him. And, as a result, she had been glad of any escape from the cramped rooms where she had grown up, over the family’s post office.


For the last few years of Maggie’s life it was Hanna who did her chores and kept her company. The old woman’s conversation consisted largely of curt commands to wash the teacups and bitter complaints about the nosiness of her neighbours, the incursions of her hens and the cost of lamp oil. All the same, she and Hanna got on well together. Maggie accepted no diktats but her own, which were always arbitrary. She had a love of the little new potatoes she called poreens so, although grown-ups usually disapproved of lifting spuds while they still had some growth in them, Hanna was sent out each year to tease the smallest potatoes from the sides of the ridges, leaving the rest to mature for a few weeks longer. She’d wash them in running water before Maggie shook them into the black pot that hung from the iron crane over the turf fire. Later they’d eat them straight off the kitchen table, dipping each mouthful first in salt and then in a bowl of buttermilk.


Part of the pleasure in those meals lay in the shared knowledge that Mary would disapprove of them. According to Maggie, God made spuds to be eaten in the hand. According to Mary, He knew all about germs and bacteria, which was why He also made cutlery. The same opposing rules applied to laundry, which Mary washed with the latest biological detergent and Maggie scrubbed with yellow soap. And to leftovers, which Mary sealed up in plastic bags and Maggie shared with the cat. Enchanted by the pleasures of food dug straight from the earth and sun-warmed sheets dried in the salty wind, Hanna had learned to keep house according to Maggie’s rules in Maggie’s place, and to keep quiet about it at home. And now, forty years later, more than twenty of which she had spent living in London, the house and the field were once again Hanna’s fortress against her mother. Though she still couldn’t think why her great-aunt Maggie had left them to her.


Reaching the top of the rutted field she decided to forget about windows and think instead about gardening. She had plans to use the land near the edge of the cliff for vegetables, and to make a herb and flower garden close to the house. Last year she’d cleared the garden plot, rooting out furze and briars, pruning the willow trees at the south gable end and marking out beds. At the edge of the plot, close to the house, was a pile of fallen field stones, once part of an old shed wall. Rather than remove them, she had decided to turn them into a rockery into which she would sink tubs for herbs like marjoram and wild garlic that grow wildly if unconfined. It was going to be a hard slog, but Hanna reckoned the result would be worth it. Throwing on a pair of jeans and a paint-stained fleece, she fetched her thick gardening gloves and set about shifting stones.


An hour or so later, having paused for another coffee, she stood back and considered her work. In piling the stones into heaps of different sizes, she had exposed a couple of slabs set at right angles to each other, presumably the foundations of a corner of the vanished shed. Thinking that their flat surfaces might be useful elsewhere, she went to see if they were too heavy to lift. Then, as she squatted down to look at them, she realised that a grey object which she’d thought was a stone was actually an old tin box. It was set in the angle between the slabs, half buried in earth and dented by falling stones. Fascinated, Hanna fetched a spade and managed to lever it out.


As the spade released it from the earth, something solid moved inside it. Picking up the box in her gloved hands, she looked at it. It was an oblong biscuit tin with traces of a coloured design still clinging to its tarnished surface. The rim where the lid met the base was thickly caked in earth. Carrying it to the doorstep, Hanna went and found a kitchen knife. Ten minutes later, sitting on the step with earth and chips of paint scattered round her, she eased the lid from the tin with her hands. Inside, wrapped in an old, waxed, sliced-bread wrapper, was a penny copybook bound in a thick cardboard cover – on which, handwritten in ink, was Maggie Casey’s name.




CHAPTER TWO


HIGH UNDER THE EAVES IN THE OLD FORGE guesthouse, Jazz scowled at herself in her bedroom mirror. She dabbed blusher on her cheekbones and scrubbed it off again crossly. Then, shaking her hair out of its ponytail, she decided to trust to luck. Whatever she did, Mum and Nan were sure to say she was looking peaky, and there was no time to sit here trying to assume camouflage. Lunch in Nan’s bungalow, always called dinner, was served promptly at one, and God help you if you weren’t there ready for it. Twenty minutes in the oven to the pound, plus twenty more, was Mary’s rule; then twenty minutes while the meat rested on the worktop and the greens were strained and the spuds set on the table; she organised her Sunday mornings precisely and expected her guests to do the same. That was one of the many things about Nan that drove Mum crazy, though Jazz herself didn’t mind it. There was something very dependable about Mary Casey’s rules and expectations, even if she did peer and poke at you, and despite her massive sulks. Grabbing a sweater from the bed, Jazz ran down the stairs and went round to the kitchen.


The old forge and its adjoining house belonged to Gunther Winterhalder, a young German, and his Irish wife. There were five en-suite guest rooms in the house, where the Winterhalders also had their living accommodation, and the forge had become an open-plan space where meals were served on long, wooden tables and guests could relax by a fire. Gunther was the cook, Susan did the housekeeping, and together they grew vegetables, kept goats, and made cheese that they sold to local shops. It had been a struggle to begin with but now business was improving, which was why Jazz had been taken on to help with this season’s guests.


It was less of a choice on her part and more the fallout from a stupid car crash she’d had last year. Before the accident she’d been a cabin crew member with a budget airline. It was her first job and had brought her the freedom to travel the world and a buzzy, exciting life in a flat-share in France. But, after her accident and surgery to remove a ruptured spleen, she’d found herself grounded; constant travel would require constant vaccinations to support her impaired immune system, so, although she’d made what the doctor called ‘a great recovery’, she’d also been told that she’d have to change her job.


From her dad’s point of view, serving drinks on cheap flights to Malaga hadn’t been suitable work for her anyway, so, for him, Jazz thought darkly, the crash must have been a result. As soon as she’d got well, he’d started making noises about her returning to London, where she’d spent most of her childhood, and going up to Oxford to take some kind of degree. She’s always had an entrepreneurial flair for marketing, he’d said, obviously seeing her as a future mega-tycoon. But without consulting anyone, she’d gone off by herself and taken a job in the guesthouse. She liked Susan and Gunther, who treated her more like family than an employee. The work was easy and she loved the old forge, which was beautifully positioned between an oak forest and the cliffs. And her decision had really annoyed Dad, which provided a savage satisfaction.


As she stuck her head round the kitchen door, Gunther looked up from the sink. He was due in Lissbeg at a quarter to one and had offered to drop her at Nan’s. Mum would give her a lift home later, so there was no point in taking her own car. It was Jazz herself who’d suggested the lift, but Gunther was fine about it. He was like that – easy-going, blond and good-hearted, nothing like Dad with his smooth weasel ways.


Gunther smiled as she looked into the kitchen and, taking his jacket, gave Susan a hug on his way to the door. Jazz waited as he backed his car out of the shed and leaned to open the door for her. Then he swung the car onto the road with the same easy competence with which he did everything else.


Sitting back against the scuffed leather passenger seat, Jazz told herself that today was the day that she’d have the whole thing out with Mum. Not in Nan’s hearing, of course, because this was between the two of them. They’d go somewhere quiet like the beach, if she could contrive a walk after dinner. Because, one way or the other, the time had come to make her position clear.


She turned to Gunther as they approached the turn-off for Lissbeg. ‘You might as well leave me here, it’s only a bit of a walk.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Of course. Drop me at the turn and you won’t have to double back on yourself.’


As she walked along the main road, she wished she could have stayed with him. Or stayed back in her room in the forge with the duvet over her head.


Carrying a bunch of late narcissi from her garden, Hanna arrived at the bungalow where the smell of roast lamb was delicious. Jazz was leaning on the worktop, tugging shreds of meat from the joint and dodging vengeful flicks from Mary’s tea towel.


‘Would you stop pecking and poking like some class of a savage!’ Mary removed the joint to a platter. ‘Take that yoke, put an edge on the knife and sit up there to the table.’


The ‘yoke’ was a piece of sandstone picked up on a beach fifty years ago and used ever since as a whetstone. A succession of carving knives had succumbed to time and Mary Casey’s violent handling, but the unchanging sound of stone on steel was as much a part of Hanna’s earliest memories as the Good Coat worn by her mother to morning Mass and the sixpenny bar of chocolate bought with the Sunday papers.


With the narcissi in a vase on the dresser, they sat round the table while Mary piled food onto plates.


Jazz shook her head at the potatoes. ‘Honestly, Nan, I’ve got loads already!’


‘Ah, Name of God, child, you’re skin and bone, there’s no pick of flesh on you.’


Hanna watched from under lowered eyelashes as Jazz shook her dark hair forward as if to hide her face. Mary was right. Jazz’s residual childish roundness had disappeared months ago when she was convalescent after her accident. Now, at twenty-two, she was slimmer than she’d ever been, and the newly revealed angles of her face were strikingly like her father’s. And last year’s car crash hadn’t just left her looking peaky. There was a nervous tension about her that hadn’t been there before. Hanna wondered if the child was enjoying her work. It was lovely that she’d decided to stay in Ireland but, seeing her strained face and tense shoulders, it was hard to believe she was happy.


When the meal was over Jazz and Hanna went for a walk on the beach. Mary had refused to come, waving them off briskly with her tea towel and announcing that she’d no intention of getting sand in her shoes. Hanna and Jazz, who were both inveterate beachcombers, left their shoes on a flat rock as soon as they crossed the sand dunes, and wandered the tideline in bare feet picking up shells and stones. Later, with their pockets full of their finds, they sat on a baulk of driftwood, gazing out at the ocean.


There was silence for a moment. Then Jazz spoke, still looking at the horizon. ‘I always thought Nan disliked Dad because he was English. Well, a foreigner. Not One Of Us. But that’s not it, is it? There’s more.’


Hanna stiffened, wondering what was coming next. According to Mary Casey, Malcolm was a selfish hoor who’d mind mice at a crossroads, and it was an appraisal that she herself now considered pretty apt. After years of marriage and a huge emotional investment in his career, she had found him in bed with one of his colleagues, a woman whom Hanna herself knew as a friend. Furious and grief-stricken, she had swept Jazz, then still a teenager, over to Ireland where Mary’s admittedly generous welcome had been accompanied by a commentary on Malcolm’s iniquity that had nearly driven her mad. For the next few years she had poured all her energy into raising her daughter and not murdering her mother. Above all, she had protected Jazz from the knowledge of what Malcolm was really like. It hadn’t been easy and she wasn’t even sure that it was wise. But Malcolm, a high-powered London barrister and an expert in manipulation, had assured Jazz that the divorce was entirely amicable, saying nothing about his long-standing affair. And, unable to deny it for fear of upsetting their daughter, Hanna had found herself having to collude in his lie.


Now Jazz, who had continued to stare at the horizon, turned round and looked at her. ‘He sat me down a few weeks ago when I was over in London. I’m not sure why he decided to tell me the truth.’ She drove her heel into the sand. ‘All that stuff about no one being to blame. I don’t know why I bought it. Well, I do. Dad had the story lined up and you said practically nothing. And Daddy’s Little Princess believed everything she was told.’


Hanna chose her words carefully. ‘Look, when there’s holy war going on in the background, people want to protect their kids.’


‘No. You wanted to protect me. Dad wanted to protect his squeaky-clean image.’


Hanna looked down at her feet, which were stippled with grains of sand. Jazz’s were more slender than hers and the nails were painted. But you could tell they were mother and daughter by the shape of their toes.


‘But he’s told you now.’


‘He’s told me he was having an affair with Tessa. And that you found out and left him, which was why we came over here to live with Nan. Nice to find that your dad had been shagging a friend of your mum’s since before you were even born.’


Hanna flinched, remembering Malcolm’s voice pontificating over dinner tables to his colleagues. He’d always told his clients that there was never any point in making half a confession. ‘Admit nothing unless you have to, and when you do, don’t hold back.’ If you did, it would only be dragged out of you, he’d said, and you’d look much worse in the end.


Jazz glanced at her. ‘You made him tell me, didn’t you?’


‘I said that now you’re a grown woman, I wouldn’t lie if you asked.’


Jazz looked out at the ocean. ‘And you never did lie, did you? You just prevaricated for years and went round panicking in case Nan let the cat out of the bag.’


‘She thought you should know. And maybe she was right.’


‘Yeah, and maybe she wasn’t.’ There was a pause while Jazz continued to gaze at the ocean. ‘Look, Mum, it doesn’t matter, you did what you thought best. I’m the fool for believing him.’


Hanna swung round and grasped her by the shoulder. ‘You’re not a fool and you’re never to think so!’


Jazz shrugged and smiled wryly. ‘“The one sure way to be a winner is to make your opponent feel like a fool.”’


It was another line that Malcolm frequently used at dinner tables, though Hanna hadn’t realised that Jazz had noticed.


‘And that’s what he’s really good at, isn’t he? Malcolm Turner QC. Gets you where he wants you and keeps you there under his thumb.’ Jazz scuffed the sand with her heel again. ‘I bet he never even made you a decent settlement.’


Hanna grinned. ‘No. But that may have had something to do with the fact that I told him where to stick his money.’


‘So that’s why you’ve ended up living in Maggie’s place. I thought you were just being eccentric. But it’s all you can afford.’


‘And hasn’t it turned out to be exactly what I want? I love it. Okay, it’s all been a bit touch and go, but I knew he’d never leave you unprovided for.’


Telling Malcom where to stick his money had given her great satisfaction, though in hindsight she’d often asked herself if it hadn’t been pretty stupid. Since then, time had taught her to choose her words more carefully and now she took a deep breath before she spoke.


‘Look, love, don’t go making a monster out of your dad. I whipped you over here without asking him, and he must have been frightened of losing you.’


‘So he wove a net of lies to keep me safe? Sorry, Mum, I don’t buy it. And I don’t think he’s a monster. I think he’s a pathetic cheat.’


There was another pause while Hanna struggled for a reply. Malcolm was certainly a cheat and his behaviour had been pathetic. But life in general, and their life together in particular, seemed far too complex and nuanced to sum up in a single soundbite.


Then Jazz bumped her gently with her shoulder. ‘Honestly, Mum. It doesn’t matter. It’s water under the bridge.’


Her reassuring smile hadn’t reached her eyes, though. And though she’d spoken with absolute conviction, Hanna hadn’t been convinced.




CHAPTER THREE


AS AMEENA WALKED DOWN BROAD STREET SHE caught a glimpse of her reflection in the window of the deli. Squinting at her dark upswept hair, neat jacket and plain white shirt, she decided she looked okay. She had had her nose pierced a while back, not just to please her mum but because she liked the look of it. A nose ring might look dodgy to some people, though, so today she was wearing a discreet gold stud.


It was Miss O’Rourke, her sixth-year teacher, who had spotted the piece in The Finfarran Inquirer about the new gift shop in Lissbeg Library needing summer staff and called Ameena into the staff room to tell her about it.


‘I know you’d prefer to find summer work here in Lissbeg, so you might try for this. If you turn up looking interested and respectable, they’ll probably give you some hours. I don’t think you want something full-time, do you?’


Ameena didn’t. She’d be lucky if her mum could be reconciled to her taking even a part-time job this summer, and she guessed that Miss O’Rourke was aware of it. But to talk to a teacher about stuff like that would sound as if she was criticising her family, so she’d just smiled and said thank you. After that she’d considered her options. As soon as her Leaving Cert exams were over, most of her friends would be off finding jobs in Cork or Dublin. Some were even planning to fly over to London and look for work when they arrived. If they got the right points in the exams and a place on their preferred courses, lots of them would be home again in September and off to college or uni. Ameena wasn’t looking that far ahead. All she wanted, to begin with, was a chance to show her mum that a life of your own didn’t automatically mean you’d reject all the things you’d grown up with.


As she peered at her reflection in the window, she realised that, beyond the piles of cheese and bowls of olives, the girl at the counter was looking at her. Embarrassed, Ameena ducked her head but the girl just smiled: she was small and pretty, with red hair tied up in a bright-coloured scarf. The deli, which was called HabberDashery, was across the road from the library, beside a shop where an old clock with Seed Merchants written on it hung permanently stopped with its hands at a quarter to three. Broad Street, Lissbeg’s main thoroughfare, got wider here in the middle of town. At its broadest point, which had once been a marketplace, there was a stone horse trough planted with flowers, and the far side of the street was taken up by The Old Convent Centre, which had once housed a big convent and the town’s girls’ school. In what used to be the nuns’ private garden, there was now a café that served cakes and sandwiches made at the delicatessen. Half of Lissbeg seemed to have taken to gathering there and the place had a great buzz.


Ameena crossed the street and approached the library. You got to it through an arched gateway that led to a little courtyard. On the wall by the gate was a plaque giving the opening hours, and a big laminated poster. There was a diagonal strip across it saying EXHIBITION AND GIFT SHOP OPENING JUNE. She stopped to inspect the poster which showed the open pages of an old book with Latin writing and little jewel-like illustrations. Taking The Inquirer cutting from her pocket, she wondered if it was really okay to turn up uninvited asking for work. But Miss O’Rourke had said it would be, so Ameena raised her chin and walked into the courtyard.


Immediately opposite the arched gateway was a door that had once been the main entrance to the school. It was approached by shallow steps and there was a sign over it saying ‘Reception’. Ameena was about to climb the steps when she realised that the entrance to the library from the courtyard was through a glass door on her left. Though she’d lived in Lissbeg since she was small, she’d never been in there. People sometimes studied in the library after school, especially with exams coming up, but, as far as her mum and dad were concerned, she had a perfectly good bedroom to study in, and hanging round town after school hours wasn’t on. When she complained, her dad laughed and made a face at her. How much work actually got done, he said, and how much time was spent checking phones and texting? Ameena didn’t know because she never got a chance to find out. Though, according to her mates, Miss Casey, the librarian, was actually very strict about turning off your mobile.


She checked hers now to make sure it was off, though she already knew that it was. Then she went through the door and found herself in a vestibule. A second glass door, straight ahead of her, had a sign on it saying EXHIBITION. OPENING JUNE. Another, at right angles to it, said LISSBEG PUBLIC LIBRARY.


Conor McCarthy, the guy at the desk, looked up as she opened the door. He was sitting with his back to the floor-to-ceiling glass wall that divided the library from the exhibition space which would soon be ready to open. Ameena could see that the work beyond the glass was still ongoing; there was a ladder propped against a wall and tools scattered on a dust sheet. The contrast between the library, which was panelled in dark wood, and the bright, modern space beyond it was kind of attractive. She knew Conor, who was about six years older than she was, by sight, but she’d never spoken to him. Glancing round, she could see no sign of Miss Casey.


‘I was looking for the librarian.’


Conor grinned. ‘That’s me. Well, it’s not me because I’m the assistant. But Miss Casey’s out in the mobile library, so maybe I can help?’


‘I came about a job in the gift shop.’


‘Well, the gift shop won’t open till the exhibition does.’


This was news to her but she kept her cool. ‘Right so. Could I leave my name or something?’


‘You could of course.’ Conor scrabbled round on the desk for a piece of paper. ‘I don’t know if it’s going to be Miss Casey giving the jobs out, but I’ll pass it on anyway.’


Ameena tried to look intelligent. It obviously didn’t work because Conor held out a leaflet.


‘It’d probably help to read up about it if you’re here looking for a job.’


Determined not to look too glad to get it, Ameena glanced at the leaflet. ‘It’s the Carrick Psalter, isn’t it?’ She’d seen the name written up outside. Conor nodded so she kept going, taking a stab at what a psalter might be. ‘I’m not really well up on medieval manuscripts.’


‘Well, I’m no expert, I’d know more about cows.’ She looked at him blankly and he grinned again. ‘I’m a part-timer. Half the time here in the library and the rest on my dad’s farm. I’d be here all the time if I had the chance, mind, but I’m wanted at home.’


‘Oh I know!’ Ameena nodded. ‘I don’t mean about farms but about being wanted at home.’


She wasn’t sure why she’d said that, except that he seemed so nice. But she didn’t want him to feel she was wasting his time. Fortunately, there was a man approaching the desk with a pile of books. As Conor turned to him, she tucked the leaflet into her bag, smiled her thanks and left the library.


Later, sitting in the Garden Café, she spread the leaflet on the table. The Carrick Psalter, it turned out, was indeed a medieval manuscript. It was a book of psalms, handwritten and illustrated by eighth-century monks in a monastery here on the peninsula. Ameena wondered why it was going on display in Lissbeg Library, which was far smaller than the County Library in Carrick; but since it was a gift from some rich guy whose family had owned it for ages, she supposed he could choose where it went. According to the leaflet, he’d given money for the exhibition space too. There was a plan that showed how it would be laid out. Each guided tour would begin in the room she had seen from the library, where the psalter would be displayed in a glass case and interactive digital displays round the walls would give access to digitised images of the different pages. The guide would talk and answer questions. In the next room, the group would watch a film. Then they’d leave through doors that led into the gift shop and out again onto the street. It didn’t look like you’d need to know much about the psalter if you were selling stuff in the gift shop, but you could see how it might be a good thing to talk about at an interview for the job. If she’d had sense, she realised, she’d have guessed that a public library in a town as small as Lissbeg wouldn’t have its own gift shop, while an exhibition like this one would be sure to attract tons of visitors, all wanting to take home souvenirs.


Miss O’Rourke had banged on so much about the importance of getting some proper work experience on your CV that that side of things had really been all Ameena was thinking about. But this actually looked kind of stylish and exciting.




CHAPTER FOUR


AS ALWAYS, HANNA WAS HAPPY TO BE DRIVING. HER route in the library van extended from the county town of Carrick at the eastern end of the peninsula, to the thriving tourist centre at its western end, which had once been a little fishing port. She covered it in two days each week, one trip serving the communities on the north side of the peninsula and the other those to the south. There was a particular pleasure in these solitary hours spent driving through stunning scenery, as well as in the regular contact with people from outlying farms and villages whose busy lives kept them from making the journey to the library in Lissbeg.


Swinging the wheel to avoid a pothole, she was looking forward not just to the day ahead but to the evening after work, when she’d investigate Maggie’s book. What with Mary Casey’s roast lamb and the talk with Jazz on the beach afterwards, she simply hadn’t had time to get back to it yesterday.


The crossroads by The Old Forge guesthouse was one of her regular stops on the northern side of the peninsula and, as she pulled into the car park, the usual queue was waiting. Most people were sitting on the wall outside the forge, just as their parents and grandparents would have sat while they waited for the smith to do his work.


Having dealt with returned books and issued new loans, Hanna paused for a chat with Susan Winterhalder, who’d emerged from the guesthouse to bring her a mug of tea. There was no sign of Jazz, who was presumably at the reception desk. Susan was full of praise for her, though. It was easy enough to get help with the housework or the washing up, she said, but Jazz was really exceptional. ‘Honestly, Miss Casey, she’s gold dust. Not just computer literate and happy to handle bookings, but experienced in working with the public. And she can talk intelligently about marketing – she’s got a real sense of what our business is about.’


It had taken ten years for Susan and Gunther to develop the old forge from B&B accommodation for passing hikers to an up-and-coming guesthouse with fabulous food and luxury en-suite bedrooms. They’d done most of the restoration work themselves and, in the same period, they’d set up an artisan cheese business and established an organic vegetable plot. It was exhausting work. But now, finally, they’d reached the point where they could afford to employ full-time help.


And they could hardly believe their luck. Gunther wasn’t one to show his emotions, Susan told Hanna, but she’d known he’d been really stressed. Neither of them had taken a break for ages and, with a six-year-old daughter as well as the business, at times it all felt a bit too much. Tall, fair-haired Gunther with his broad shoulders and steady temperament had twice the stamina of most men. Even so, Susan said, she had worried about him. But now the pressure had lifted. With Jazz on board they could factor some downtime into their schedule and be an ordinary family again for the first time in years.


As Hanna drove away from the guesthouse, she remembered the troubled months and years she’d lived through on returning to Finfarran. Back then, she herself had always seemed to be worrying. How would the sudden change of schools affect Jazz’s education? Would the loss of the home in London be too much for her to take? And, tossing and turning in Mary Casey’s back bedroom, she’d spent sleepless nights tortured by her own collusion with Malcolm’s lying. By suppressing the truth of their divorce, she’d hoped to lessen its trauma for her daughter. But what would happen to the lot of them when Jazz grew up and found out?


Now, driving between the forest and the clifftop, where gulls wheeled over the ocean, she smiled and told herself ruefully that one’s daughter never grew up. No matter how tall or competent she became, or how far away she travelled, in your mind she was still the little girl that you’d move mountains to protect. And no matter how much you worried and tried to do the right thing for her, you could never conquer the feeling that you hadn’t done enough. But that was ridiculous. Sooner or later you had to stand back and stop feeding your own neurosis. According to Susan, Jazz was doing brilliantly at the guesthouse. So maybe the best thing her mother could do was let her get on with her life.


Jazz watched from a guestroom window as the van turned a bend and was lost behind towering oak trees. Last Saturday she herself had driven off, in a new skirt and top, with a free half day ahead of her, planning to have a great time. Emerging onto the peninsula’s main road, she’d crossed the stream of westbound traffic and driven to Carrick. It wasn’t exactly the metropolis but in summer it always had a buzz. Lots of people she’d been to school with in Lissbeg now worked in the town’s shops and businesses or drove into Carrick at the weekends. The shopping wasn’t bad and you could usually find someone you knew there, to grab a coffee or just hang out for a chat. It didn’t take long after parking the car to come upon some people she knew. A group of girls waved to her from the window of a coffee shop and, going in to join them, she found friends she hadn’t seen for months – after the crash she’d gone over and spent some time in London and, since starting work at the forge, she hadn’t been out much at all.


At first it had been a really great afternoon. They’d giggled and caught up on news and taken selfies and sent them to friends. A few others had joined them, including Conor, her mum’s assistant. Conor was a year or two younger than she was, though she remembered him from school. His girlfriend, Aideen, was younger still and quiet compared to the rest of them, but everyone was laughing and relaxed and having fun. And that was brilliant.


After yet another round of coffees two of the guys had ordered pancakes. The coffee shop was nothing like the cafés she and her flatmates had frequented in France, and the pancakes came with chemical-coloured syrup out of a bottle. But that was fine. And in the end, as they’d prepared to leave, someone suggested they come back later and rendezvous at a nightclub. Jazz wasn’t working again till the morning, so she knocked back the last of her coffee and agreed.


On the road back to the forge she’d been planning her evening’s outfit. The tourist traffic was heavy, streaming off into the west. Up ahead was the turn-off that would take her back through the forest. She didn’t even need to cross the road to make her turn to the left. But suddenly she panicked. Every muscle in her body tightened and her hands seemed stuck to the steering wheel. She could feel cold sweat on her forehead and her feet were blocks of ice.


Looking back now, she still couldn’t tell how she’d managed to make the turning, but as soon as she’d got off the main road she must have pulled in to the verge. She’d sat there shivering violently with the birds singing in the oak trees. When she’d taken the job at the forge, she’d been looking forward to a great summer. She’d planned to hang out at the new Garden Café in Lissbeg and to drive to the beach after work, in the long summer evenings. She had left hospital certain that she’d put her car crash behind her. But she’d been wrong. None of it was fair, she’d told herself, and she couldn’t bear it. It had taken twenty terrified minutes before she’d managed to start the car again. Then she’d gone back to her room in the forge and cried herself to sleep.




CHAPTER FIVE


HANNA’S MOBILE DAYS INVARIABLY ENDED WITH A drive back to Carrick, where the library van was based. On the way she passed both Mary Casey’s bungalow and the narrow turn-off that meandered away through farmland to her own house on the cliff. Five miles farther on was the signpost to Lissbeg, and fifteen minutes later she reached the outskirts of Carrick. Slowing down, she made her way through the busy streets to the County Library. Then, having left the van in the car park and the key at the desk, she edged her own car back into the traffic and returned the way she had come.


Today she relaxed, knowing that there was nothing left to do but to enjoy her evening – Conor would have locked up the library in Lissbeg and shot off home on his Vespa to spend his own evening at work on his family’s farm. People his age on the peninsula tended to be divided into two groups: those determined to build their lives here in Finfarran and those who were desperate to raise enough money to get themselves onto a plane. Having fallen into the latter category herself as a teenager, she hadn’t relished the idea of returning home as a divorcee. But she’d had no choice. Yet now, she thought with a wry grin, there was nowhere she’d rather be.


As soon as she turned off the main road she relaxed. It was an exceptionally warm evening and swarms of midges were rising from the streams. Driving between ditches smothered in primroses, she pulled in at a passing place while a herd of cows plodded slowly towards the milking. The farmer raised his stick to her and Hanna idled slowly after them till they turned in at a gate and she could drive on.


Before leaving for work she had taken a tub of homemade soup from the freezer. Pouring it into a saucepan, she left it on a low heat while she grabbed a quick shower. Then, using a few sticks and a sod of turf, she lit a fire on the open hearth; later, if it got chilly, she would build it up with more turf and driftwood but for now it brought a bright focus to the room, which was enough. The vegetable soup was as thick as a stew and, with a scatter of cheese and some wholewheat toast, it was all she needed. She carried her meal to the table under the window and ate looking out at the dusk.


Then, with the meal eaten and a half-finished glass of wine in her hand, she crossed the room to the fireside and took the tin box off the mantelpiece. There was earth still clinging to the rim of the lid. Carefully setting the box on the hearthstone, she lifted out the book and removed its waxed paper wrapping: it had once contained a loaf from the Ballyfin Bakery, which was still a local business, though its wrapper design had changed. Maggie had died in 1975, so the tin must have been placed in the corner of the vanished shed before then. And it had remained there ever since: while Hanna herself was growing into a teenager; in the years that she’d lived in London, believing her marriage was happy; and in the stressful years she’d spent with her mother before moving here to live in Maggie’s house.


She looked at the book in her hand. Whoever had bound the pages to the cover had used an ordinary sewing machine. When she herself had first cleared the garden, she’d stumbled on the base of a treadle sewing machine she remembered from her childhood. Tom, her father, had given it to Maggie as a gift when Mary Casey had abandoned the treadle machine for an electric one. Now, painted and fitted with a timber top, the cast-iron base served as a garden table. It was strange to think of Maggie’s feet on the treadle, which was now wedged immobile with a rock.


Opening the book, Hanna turned the pages carefully. It seemed to be a series of diary entries, interspersed with lists and other material stitched into the copybook. The first page, which was closely written in blue ink, was headed with a date: ‘July 20th, 1920’. The handwriting was careful and upright, like a schoolgirl’s. Hitching her chair closer to the fire, Hanna began to read.






I never thought that I’d have to leave Finfarran. But I suppose I won’t be the first or the last who’s had to go this way. I’m worried about Mam even though I know the neighbours will mind her. Mrs. Donovan will anyway, she’s always been good to us, though these days you wouldn’t be sure of anyone. When there’s a price on a neighbour’s head people do be sorely tempted, and every family on the peninsula with a son or a father out in the hills fighting does be frightened of informers. All we can do is pray that Liam will be safe.


I don’t want to go away but now there’s no help for it. Still, it’s not like it isn’t a well-worn road to the boat. Paud Donovan sold the cows for us anyway. Mam couldn’t cope with them on her own. He’s taken the grazing too at a fair rent. I have a share of the money put away for the journey and enough to keep me in England while I look for a job. I don’t know why I’m writing this really, there’s so much I can’t and I won’t say. I don’t know what’s ahead of me either and I’ve no way of letting Liam know that I’m going. Maybe Lizzie Keogh will manage it for me. She has a brother too is in the same brigade.


I got up this morning early and was looking away towards the forest. You can’t see it from here but I know the trees were there in the morning sun and the fallen leaves still deep underneath them. There’d be birds singing on the bog too where we left the turf drying. I never thought I wouldn’t draw it home myself for Mam.








The entry ended there and, turning the page, Hanna saw that the next one was a memorandum, dated the following day.






To Buy


Stockings


Soap


Notepaper. Envelopes.


Bootlaces.


Bullseyes for Mam.


To Do


Lizzie’s for suitcase.


Pay account at Cathcarts.


Ask Mrs. D. to send in The Inquirer to Mam.








How many versions of that pathetic list were made in emigrants’ houses up and down the peninsula in the past? Hanna traced the list gently with her finger. It was hard to imagine Maggie as a young girl setting off on a journey so different to the one that she herself had made when she’d gone to England as a student.


What had sent Maggie away? There was no mention of her father, so perhaps, if her mother was widowed, she had simply needed a job. Glancing back at the date, Hanna reminded herself that Ireland’s War of Independence had still been raging in 1920. Liam, Maggie’s brother, must have been away from home in the fight. Holding the book on her lap, she wondered why she’d never heard of him. But, of course, her own mother had been so incensed by Maggie’s demands on her father that any talk of his side of the family always provoked a row. And, as a child, it had never occurred to her to question Maggie herself. Now, all these years later, she wished that things had been different. It was sad to think of Maggie as someone so lonely that she’d poured her heart out on paper and buried it in the earth.




CHAPTER SIX


THE OLD HORSE TROUGH IN THE MIDDLE OF BROAD Street was once the centre of Lissbeg’s marketplace. Then when a new cattle mart was built outside the town, the council put parking spaces in the middle of Broad Street. As a result the horse trough and its surroundings became so unattractive that, despite the gallant geraniums planted in it by officialdom, no one ever sat on the benches that flanked it. Things had languished that way for years until the council bought the former school and its adjacent convent and removed the parking spaces to a new car park on the site of the old school yard. And the town didn’t just gain The Old Convent Centre, it regained its previous sense of spacious charm.


Every time Conor McCarthy whizzed down Broad Street on his Vespa, he told himself triumphantly that none of these improvements would have happened if it wasn’t for Miss Casey.


Finfarran’s policy makers had been dead set on implementing a plan for new, all-singing, all-dancing council offices in Carrick, a massive marina in Ballyfin where all the tourists went, and practically no investment in the rest of the peninsula. But when it turned out that the plan involved centralising all the county’s services, Miss Casey had started a big campaign to stop her library being closed. In the end the council had been forced to develop the nuns’ old buildings in Lissbeg instead of putting up a new one in Carrick, and to spread the investment more evenly so everyone got a fair whack. Admittedly, there were a few fat cats in Ballyfin who were fed up about it, and a rake of council guys in Carrick bemoaning the loss of their grand, fancy offices but, with the whole peninsula behind Miss Casey, the decision had been made. The Old Convent Centre development was happening in stages, so some bits hadn’t been finished yet. But already there were all classes of new rooms and studios for hire, a herb garden minded by volunteers, and a café. And the library, which was housed in the old school hall, had been given a facelift and was about to get an exhibition space that was seriously state of the art.
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