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PART 1




She recognised the girl. 


She definitely recognised her.




My father’s back pocket is always full of rubber bands and safety pins. You never know when you might need them, he says, ignoring the listener’s curious smile that sometimes borders on the brazen. A smile that Dad graciously forgives by looking off to the kitchen windowsill, finding something of great interest there – the teapot when not in use, or perhaps, if we’re on the ferry, Cairn Rock, that he has seen a thousand times as we pass the north end of the island. It’s a look that holds the weight of wisdom that is wholly and undeniably him: Danny Driscoll. Seventy-seven. Ferryman. Father of three. Grandfather to ten. Crooked of leg and bent of back.


My father has always known how to forgive a man’s belief that he knows better than the next, possessing, as he does, an understanding that the need to survive in life often leads to the crossing of a line or two. And, well, what harm? he’d say. Have we not all tripped over our own cockiness at one stage or another? Once there is no theft or murder or cruelty, then what of it?


But this last year has changed him, and those enviable sentiments, exactly as it has changed me.


I have loved my father and his assured belief in the strength of his own flaws since I first set eyes on him, forty-nine years ago. Not that I remember my birth or the original moment of my seeing him. But it is as real to me as if I could. As certain as the fact that I had arrived in our small island home in West Cork, with Patsy Regan by my mother’s side telling her she had a daughter, just as she’d predicted, with ten marvellous fingers and toes, and a mop of black hair that refused to lie down, no matter how hard my mother and my two curious brothers tried in the coming days.


They christened me Rosie Driscoll. Twenty years later I would become the ferry skipper just like my father. Twenty-­nine after that, I would return from Dublin to the island totally broken but willing to stand at the boat’s helm once again. Still a wife – although my husband back in the city might have had his own opinion on that – and mother.


Mother.


The rounded wholesomeness of the word made me shiver on the occasion of my momentous return to this place, unconvinced as I was that I deserved that moniker. I have two children: Colmán, Cullie for short, twenty-three, still in Dublin, and Saoirse. Saoirse, the elder by two years, who would, when small and on our annual holidays back here on Roaring Bay, follow her grandfather around as if he had a rope attached to her, and who would trip in her wellies as she tried to climb the steps to the ferry’s wheelhouse and would laugh joyfully when he sounded its departure.


Both mine, and both wholly bereft of me.


Eight months ago, I took refuge on this strip of land, two miles long and one mile wide, alongside all the other lost souls gathered into her arms. I suppose the island has always been that way – a haven for those blown off course, like the Siberian and American birds that take cover from the ravages of the Atlantic Ocean on our cliffs and in our scrub, needing to step out of the world for a while, to mend wounds that might never heal fully but somehow in this place are soothed. While I have loved the island my entire life, I had never before felt that I would simply crumble if I could not breathe the purity of its air or listen to the water nestling against its shore, but that has become the way of things.


Very little has changed here since I first left aged twenty-­two. A community of natives and newcomers, our speech is still loaded with rich guttural sounds left over from our long-ago Irish-speaking days but that sometimes make visitors wonder if we are using English at all. We have a primary school, but older students have to travel to the mainland for secondary, a church and one and a half pubs – the one being Páidíns in the harbour, spelled incorrectly without its apostrophe, as my mother liked to point out every time we had passed its door, and the half being the Wagtail that theoretically opens in late spring, depending on whether the owner, my uncle Michael-Fran, is in the mood and not too distracted by the wellbeing of his animals, and closes at the start of autumn. We have two main beaches, one at the harbour creatively called An Trá, the Irish for ‘beach’, and the other south-east, Carhoona Beag. There are small strips of sand to be found at other points around the coast but none big enough for a body to lie on or on which a sandcastle might be built in any comfort. We have cliffs and birds and cows and sheep and goats and horses and a donkey. We have tractors and ride-on mowers, though drones were quickly banned – no one believing it fair that their washing be scrutinised by anyone other than themselves and their livestock. We are an island of fishermen and writers, farmers and potters, ferry folk and beekeepers. We are all hues and sizes. We are as grumpy as they come and as light and wistful as the soft breeze that skims the lands in June and reminds us that we are the luckiest people in Ireland.


It is a place of noise. Comforting sounds breaking through the steady silence: the bleat of one of Críostóir’s goats, or the sweet call of the skylark, or the chatter of those walking up Hare Hill, so clear they could be standing beside you, each voice rising above the constant hum of the ebbing and flowing ocean that hugs every jutting rock, every slab of harbour wall, leaving us gifts of sand and stone on which we walk to look out at its splendour. And then there is the roar of a car engine a mile away, a unique cacophonous delight bellowing in the air, so that we know who is on their way without having to wait to see them appear around the bend. We aren’t ones for fancy cars. And why would we be? We drive roads no wider than a path – potholed, stony and bendy. You would be a fool to drive your brand new Audi around here. We own cars that have long since forgotten the suck of a Hoover, with indicators that may or may not work given their humour, boots that close with the help of a bit of rope, and engines in constant need of assistance, crying out their pain that we ignore until they stop in the middle of the road, refusing to turn on again no matter how much we pray and implore. But by then that car has done its duty, getting us from A to B more times than any mainland mechanic may have thought possible. Those sounds are my familiars now, my comfort, my safety.


The foot-ferry is our lifeline, carrying as it does the grocery shopping from the mainland, the children home from secondary school on a Friday evening, and the visitors who come every summer with their pockets full of money and a desire to spend it. When they leave, they go with reluctance in their hearts and a longing to return; their bags filled with our honey and pottery, destined for the stomachs and shelves of relatives and friends to whom they will rave about how on Roaring Bay they forgot which day of the week it was and which disaster was currently upsetting the world. And how they had gladly left their phones in their Airbnb or yurt – oh, yes, we have three of those – and sauntered down to the harbour to sit for hours on the low wall that runs in a curve from Diarmuid’s shop-cum-café around to the top of the pier, watching their children play in the water below, perhaps popping back in for a second coffee or maybe to Páidíns for a welcome pint of cider if the hour of the day permitted.


Roaring Bay lies eight kilometres away from West Cork’s mainland. Forty minutes’ ferry ride. In recent years, the ferry, Aoibhneas II – Aoibhneas I survived until 1985 when her engine finally packed in – in all her navy and white brilliance has battled through more storms than ever before. Journeys when no one can leave the passenger cabin to stand outside, looking out onto the sea to spot a pod of dolphins or porpoises, or simply to chat and watch the mainland’s approach. In the roughest tempests it is a journey with little or no talking, when the natives decide to lie across the benches and catch up on some sleep while others produce brave grins for their fellow travellers. For those less fortunate, it is a white-knuckled grip of the seats, their stomachs heaving as Aoibhneas dips and rises. And there are times when it is far too dangerous for the ferry to run at all. There have been more days like that in the past couple of years than at any other point in my father’s memory, he says. The climate has changed. That is why you will find the cupboards and chest freezers of the islanders full of dried goods and meat, and a diesel generator in every second garden in case the electricity gives way.


But, above all else, the thing I love most about Roaring Bay is standing in the ferry’s wheelhouse and looking out onto the vastness of the sea as I drive through the waves. I fit there as I did many years before, when I was a young woman just out of school: as if it has been measured and crafted specifically for me. I feel calm at that window behind those controls, knowing that is where I need to be, that there my harried heart and mind can rest. She has become so much of a necessity now it is hard to believe that once I had actually walked away from her, knowing I was destined for something more amazing. And I was right, of course, there should be no question about that. I left those shores for the greatest gift I was ever given. Love. And I never looked back, never ached so deeply for the boat that I counted down the days until I could steer her again. Until, that is, the ferociousness of Fate, and the love of three men, led me back to her.


When I first returned last May and wasn’t at Aoibhneas’s helm I felt ill at ease. The solid island earth of road and hill and field all forced me to face the truth of who I was – the bereft mother of a missing child, Saoirse, my eldest, who had disappeared right outside our Dublin home eight years prior as if it had been predestined.


Yet at sea I did not feel her loss so crushingly. Instead she felt close. As though we were there together, racing the waves and dolphins. As though she were only a breath away in some portal, which if I could just unlock, I might reach my hand inside and pull her back into my world. I could sense her beside me at the helm. Sometimes still seventeen, sometimes younger, but always confident, black of hair and pale of skin, smiling, telling me that when she qualified from her degree in film production every one of her movies would be about the sea.


I had not expected it, to feel her so intensely there, or to feel that if I could not skipper again, that I would surely wither into a grave. No one had, not my father who had asked me to come back to Roaring Bay, not my son who had encouraged me, not my husband of twenty-six years who had all but insisted.


No one.




She had nearly fallen off the bike as the car had pulled up outside her house. She’d had to mount the pavement.




I hadn’t wanted to go back to Roaring Bay at all, that’s the ironic thing. Nothing had been further from my mind when the phone rang one morning in my Dublin home last April and I looked at the screen to see Dad’s number. I’d barely said hello and he was off, in one long, panicked flurry in which I couldn’t detect a breath being taken, telling me that he’d been finding it harder and harder on his own since Mammy had died the previous October, and now, with the pain in his back getting worse, he wasn’t sure about skippering any more, and what would the island do if he had to give it up? What would he do? Give the boat to Michael-Fran, his brother, who might run it if he was in form that day but, if he had the desire, might sit instead with the cows in his lower field for an hour or two – then what would happen to the frozen fish waiting on the mainland, dripping all over Rossban pier? No, perhaps it was time to sell. There was a man up on White Island who was interested. Had been for years. Sure, he could lease it to him, if there was no other way. Because there wasn’t, was there? he asked, finally stopping and allowing the significance of that question to be felt, waiting for my reaction.


Despite the darkness of my mood, I had made myself take the call, stepping out onto our back patio, trying to ignore the overgrown disaster that was our garden to watch instead the seagulls perched on the neighbours’ rooftops, making their creaking-gate calls. I always did that, if the weather was dry, took my father’s calls outdoors so I could hear the creatures of the Irish Sea that hemmed the coastline of Blackrock village not half a mile from my front door. It somehow made me feel closer to him.


‘You mean Coady Maguire, Dad? I thought you said he was a shyster. That all he’s interested in is profit and that he doesn’t give two hoots about providing a safe and reliable service.’


‘Well, who else is going to do it? You think I can ring up those brothers of yours in the States and ask them to take her? They’ve no more interest in her than I have in those skyscrapers they’re building.’ As soon as my brothers had been old enough they’d hopped on planes, one after the other, breaking my mother’s heart to head west to LA to find careers on building sites, coming home rarely, except, of course, for Mammy’s funeral. All far too late, she’d have said, if she’d been alive for the occasion. ‘And no one round here has the wisdom to run it. They’d make a hames of it, as well you know.’


It wasn’t like Dad, I thought, peering up at the blueness of that sharp April sky, to talk like that about people. He was normally more generous about them than the evidence warranted.


‘What about Liam? Or have you forgotten about his want of the ferry?’ Liam Ó Kiersey, my nemesis of old, had long since become the other skipper who worked the boat week-on-week-off with Dad.


‘I’d have to leave the place,’ Dad continued, ‘I couldn’t watch him constantly banging Aoibhneas off the harbour wall with not a care about it. We both know there’s only one person other than me who treats that girl with the respect she deserves. You wouldn’t crack an egg against the pier when you bring her in, you’re that smooth.’


His compliment drew a reluctant smile from me. As it lingered, however, I considered how far my father’s loneliness and aching back had brought him from his normal kindness about Liam and his ferrying abilities. Life’s cruelties were stretching us both it seemed, making us tetchy, unkind perhaps, or was it more allowing us to tell it how it really was?


‘Don’t think Liam sees it the same way, Dad. Anyway, I don’t have the time to be dropping everything to go to Roaring Bay if that’s what you’ve been wriggling towards – getting me back down there. There’s . . . well, there’s a lot going on.’


But in truth, I couldn’t list one thing that was so pressing right then. I had simply needed my father to stop talking.


‘Well, now, I hadn’t been thinking that at all,’ he said, brazen as you like, as if butter wouldn’t melt, ‘but it’s not a bad suggestion now that you say it. I mean, you’re up to date on all your courses and your ticket’s good for two more years.’ A ticket was parlance for ferry licence. He was right. I’d kept it all going, doing the courses – sea survival, first aid, among others – at his encouragement never to let it slip, even though my heart had not been in it any more. You might be glad of it some day, he’d said, as if he was some kind of seer.


‘What about the summer?’ he continued. ‘You could come just for that. You know, a couple of weeks. This old back of mine will surely mend with a few days off here and there. And, sure, it might do you good. Maybe it’s exactly what you need – a distraction.’


‘A distraction?’


‘Now, love, I’m not trying to upset you or anything. It’s . . . well, you know . . . I’m worried about you. It’s been a tough auld time for you and Hugh, especially this past year.’


For a moment I couldn’t reply – when people spoke the truth about our situation it often caught me off guard. ­Saoirse was gone eight years but that past year we, or I, had finally collapsed under the weight of her loss. I closed my eyes, letting my head drop and my tongue tip at a burgeoning ulcer on the inner left cheek of my mouth.


‘And you do love the boat, Rosie. Ireland’s only female skipper. God knows how much that made me smile the day you got your ticket. Would you not think about it? That’s all I’m asking. I can hold out a month or two yet before I have to talk to Maguire. I never wanted it to come to this, but . . .’


‘Ah, Dad.’ I felt the exasperation as I returned to our patio doors, leaning against their cobwebbed hinges, unable to stand the thought of being at the centre of another loss. ‘Isn’t there another way?’ My hand rubbed back and forth across my forehead, so fast that I could feel the heat rise in my fingertips. ‘Look,’ I said, with determination, finally drawing a line under this ridiculous quandary, ‘I don’t need this on my plate right now.’


I had expected him to let me off the hook. To say, Don’t worry, love, I shouldn’t have been bothering you with this. I’ll figure out a way.


But he didn’t.


‘Rosie,’ he said, cutting across my panic. ‘Please. Just talk to Hugh.’


I had no intention of doing anything of the sort. As soon as the call ended, I went back inside and dropped the phone onto our L-shaped couch that looked out over the garden, vowing not to touch it for the rest of the day. There would be no more discussion of the island and going back there. Instead, I returned to watching out of windows, walking the rooms of the house and staring at the newspaper without reading a word.


No, Hugh would hear nothing of such things.


And yet he did.


‘Any calls?’ he’d asked, as we sat to eat that evening. This, too, was unusual, us sitting in that way.


I had assumed he’d meant calls about Saoirse, so I assured him all had been quiet, no update on the case had arrived, as was the norm.


‘And no one else? Cullie or your father?’


It wasn’t odd for my father to ring regularly, but it was Hugh’s asking and my sitting there to hear him do so that was unusual. How naive of me to feel it like a kind of kismet, something in the universe divining that I should tell him all my father had asked, and not a considered plan to which I had not been party.


‘He wants me to go down and help for the summer.’


‘To skipper again,’ he’d replied, a statement rather than a question. Even that nuance didn’t strike me as odd, not then anyway. I’d simply watched Hugh wipe his mouth with a sheet of kitchen paper that I had left on the island counter. (Hugh had put in an island way back, long before they were the thing; the benefits of being married to an architect meant we were always way ahead of the curve.)


‘It’s his back, and, you know, Mammy.’


Hugh scrunched up the paper and laid it beside his plate at which he looked, fascinated, it seemed, by the remnants of red sauce pooling in the middle.


‘I’ve said no, Hugh, it’s OK. Don’t be worrying.’ I was so ashamed for even bringing it up that it forced me out of my chair. I was already clearing the condiments away to the press, tipping the last of the bolognese into a plastic container for its saving in the fridge, wiping out the dirtied pot with more kitchen roll and filling it with soapy hot water.


‘Rosie, can you leave that for a minute?’ His request was soft, yet determined, and when I turned, his open palm was indicating my stool. Unnerved, I shook out my hands and reached for the tea towel to dry them. As I did, I caught a glimpse of Hugh’s electric piano through the open door into our garage conversion. I remembered the night he had brought it home two years before. I’d come out to the hall to find the long cardboard package with a picture of a young woman engrossed in playing a keyboard, leaning up against the banisters. I’d looked at it, then him as he came back in from the car with a folded-up stool that he laid beside the tallness of the other. I just need something, he’d said, putting his keys in the ceramic dish on our hall table. Nothing more, just that – I need something – looking at me as if I had been the one denying him all along whatever that something was. And then he’d manoeuvred the package through the kitchen door and out into the small room that had once been our garage but was now a gatherer of all things that didn’t seem to fit in the rest of the house. A dumping ground of our odds and ends, including a desk with a computer that Cullie had sometimes used when he was studying but that was years ago by then. As I leaned against the door frame, I’d watched as Hugh carefully took out this supposed saviour and placed it on its stand. He’d stood back then to contemplate it before plugging it in, unfolding the stool and laying his hand for the first time on its keys. Every night that followed, straight after he had eaten and cleared up, that was where he had gone to.


I sat to the counter again, this time like a child, with my hands between my legs, watching him in worry. I could see it, the small white patch that appeared right in the centre of his forehead. When he was troubled it would come, an alabaster oasis surrounded by pink skin.


‘I think you should go,’ he said.


I laughed a little, sure that somewhere our wires had crossed and that he didn’t quite understand what I had said. My hand had even steadied, my fingers circling on the marble surface as I formed the words to explain it again, but he got there before me.	


‘It’s all too much.’ It was almost a whisper but there had been enough breath in his words to reach me. Sitting poker straight now, his hands combed rapidly through the grey hair that had once been black. ‘It’s not in me, Rosie, it’s just not in me.’ He looked at our patio doors, beyond which lay the unloved garden, doused in spring sunshine. ‘For years, it’s felt like I’ve been trying to keep up with you.’ His shaky voice appealed to the stone pathway that led to our shed, barely visible now for the weeds. ‘Every waking minute has been about coming up with another possibility. Another angle. Another way to find Saoirse. You’ve been on the phone to Mick more than to me.’


Mick. Inspector Mick Malone who headed up Saoirse’s case.


‘But . . .’ I said thrown by his reaction, as if he was a man not up to speed on this life we were being forced to live, an understudy coming in far too late on a script the rest of us knew off by heart ‘. . . I . . . I’ve had to keep pushing or they’d forget. You know this.’ As soon as it was out of my mouth, I knew it wasn’t totally true, at least not for that past year. But before that, it was undeniable that doing, searching, questioning, had been my life.


‘I know, I know.’ He closed his eyes and ran a hand down his face and neck almost to his clavicle. ‘But it feels like I’m, no, we’re, not able any more, Rosie. We’ve . . . well, we’ve struggled, and we just aren’t who we were, are we?’


Losing my mother on top of our daily burden, and the aftermath, my aftermath – we need to own our breakdowns in this life, don’t we? It had been inevitable, I suppose, a thing that had changed us, had changed me. Once the ­warrior, I was a whisper of the woman I had been.


‘No.’ I agreed quietly.


‘God, it doesn’t stop, does it?’ His weariness slipped across the counter, landing gently on my skin and soaking in. I felt as if I could sleep a thousand nights and still turn over for more. ‘I just want . . . I want a break. I want to come home and feel silence for once.’


Silence? What was there left but silence? I thought. We didn’t talk any more unless it was something practical about the case. A question from Mick, a decision we had to make. We spent our evenings apart, him at his piano, me in the sitting room, running away from each other to separate corners of the house, unable for the other’s grief.


‘I’m not giving up, you know.’ His voice had found a momentary centre again, its assured strength that was so very him had returned. ‘I know you think it.’


‘No. I don’t think that at all.’ But he did not hear me, or perhaps chose not to.


‘I’ve never once forgotten that she is out there somewhere without me, Rosie.’ His finger stabbed towards the patio door, as if all along she’d been hiding there in the undergrowth. ‘I will never stop looking for her. This isn’t what this is. Do you understand? But I need something we have control over to change.’


Here we sat, two lost people unable to glue anything back together properly enough.


‘We see it all so differently, don’t we?’ he continued. ‘And it’s so exhausting, you believing that she’s—’


‘Don’t, Hugh,’ I said, ‘please. I can’t do this again.’


I curled my head down, shoulders hunched, hands ­making fists against the softness of my belly, sinking away from this place we had always arrived back to: Hugh ­having ­long given up the belief that we would ever find Saoirse alive, and me knowing she was out there, waiting for her chance to return to us.


‘I think that right now we need some time apart. Space, Rosie. We need space.’


It took me a moment to fully comprehend what he was saying. I looked up to see him rub his scalp again.


‘So,’ I began tentatively, ‘you want me to go?’


‘It might help both of us.’ He must have realised how his words might be misconstrued, as he tried to qualify them. ‘This isn’t us breaking up. This is just a moment, a short space in time when we get to breathe again. I mean you said yourself it’s only the summer.’


‘But Cullie?’ I retorted, unable to bear his honesty.


‘Colmán is twenty-three and has a life. He doesn’t actually live here anyway.’


‘I know but he’ll think I’m abandoning him . . . just like Saoirse.’


‘Jesus, Rosie, how many times? None of this was your fault. I don’t think it, Colmán doesn’t think it. You’re the only one who has ever believed that.’


I was unable to accept those words he had tried to console me with so many times before. Words that, no matter how much I wanted to hear them, I’d never let in, never fully believing in them.


‘He’ll understand. He’s always understood.’


‘He’s like you. Saoirse is me and he is you.’


‘I should go, then?’ I suggested, after another moment’s silence, in which every molecule, every speck of dusk, every cobweb hanging in the corners of those rooms waited for his response.


Hugh turned to observe the wildness through our patio doors once more. It was only then he nodded in affirmation.




As the passenger window had wound down, she could see it was the girl from that shop, Angelo’s, with the clothes she liked so much.




And so, in early May, I reluctantly returned to a place I had at one point in my life never thought I would leave. On several occasions on that journey down the motorway, I thought of turning back. In Tipperary, my first stop, I stood watching the trucks and cars pull in and out of the busy service station as I leaned against my passenger door drinking water and eating a very greasy croissant that I gave up on, convinced that when I got back into my car I would take the Dublin road. But not ten minutes later, I stalled at the junction, the eager Prius behind me tooting in disgust at my hesitation. It wasn’t right, I told myself, as I eyed that driver in my rear-view mirror. This leaving, this running away, was not right. And yet on I went.


At Innismahon, I stopped again, another service station, smaller this time, less busy. I got out to walk the forecourt three or four times, stopping every now and again to watch the road, raising my hand to guard my eyes against the glare of sunshine as I was drawn to the delighted shriek of a child further on up the street towards the churchyard. I was pretending interest, concentration, normality, like here I was, your everyday woman heading off shopping maybe, going on holiday even, when I was utterly and totally lost. I twisted, I turned, I bowed my head in disbelief at myself. ‘This is just . . .’ I said repeatedly, not even allowing myself the word that, above all, defined my actions: madness.


And yet on I went once more, driving through Boyerstown, Clonrath, Clonkill. I arrived in Rossban and sat with the car idling at the harbour car park waiting for someone to leave. If no one arrived, I told myself, it was a sign that I should turn back. But within two minutes, I was waving my thanks to a man who trotted by my window, indicating with his car key that he would be pulling out. I watched him take off his lifejacket and fling it onto his back seat, then take to the road as if he was late for his own wedding.


When I got out of the car, despite the sunshine and the relative warmth of the day, I zipped up my hoodie. It was 4.30 p.m. and soon Aoibhneas’s navy flank and white bridge would show herself from around No Man’s Haven. I’d know then for sure. Once I saw her, I’d know if this was to be.


‘Rosie? Well, my goodness, it is you,’ Patsy Regan called from my right. ‘I said to myself that looks awfully like Rosie Driscoll, but sure what would she be doing here this time of year? And then I took a step closer and there you were. Unmistakable. The picture of your mother.’


I was pulled from my concentration into the arms of the woman who, forty-nine years prior, had assisted in bringing me into this world. Patsy must have been in her eighties but still had an elegant prettiness to her. Was she even five foot tall? She had tiny everything: waist, wrists, fingers, nose. Everything she wore, which I always thought had to have been bought from the children’s ­section of a department store until Rita, the island postwoman, put me right and told me it was all handmade by a woman in Galway, fitted her perfectly. She stood out from the raggle-taggle rest of us, like the first daffodil of spring in a winter-weary garden. Her golden-trimmed oval glasses curved up at the sides like a beautiful wave at its zenith.


‘You’re coming into us for a few days?’


‘Well,’ I shrugged as I let go of her, ‘something like that.’


‘Isn’t that marvellous?’ She clapped her hands in delight. ‘You have the weather for it anyway. It’s been glorious. Hugh not with you?’


‘No, no. Not this time. He’s working.’


‘Sure of course he is. He’ll be down later in the year, please God.’ I liked that Patsy had offered up an answer, letting me off the very hook she’d hung me on. ‘Is this you?’ She pointed to my car.


‘Oh, yeah.’ I, too, pointed at my Golf, giving more confirmation than was necessary.


‘The bus was following you out the way, and I was killed trying to figure out whose reg it was. I’m not as familiar with the Dublin ones. I’ll know the next time now. I’ll be able to wave you down on Clonkill Main Street and get a lift instead of taking the bus. Although I don’t mind the bus, actually. It’s good to catch up with Tim, the driver. Do you know Tim at all?’


I shook my head, although I’m not sure Patsy noticed or even took a breath.


‘Lovely man. Liverpool. Ended up over here by sheer chance. Do you have much luggage, Rosie?’


‘Oh, em, just the suitcase,’ I said, thrown by her segue.


‘Sure that’s grand so. Would you be a pet and help me with my shopping? I left it over there at the bus stop when I saw you.’


‘Of course.’ I followed her to where six bags of SuperValu shopping stood to attention.


‘Tim was insisting on taking it down to the boat for me but his sciatica is playing up and I told him a white lie saying that that lovely woman over there by the wall had promised she would help me. I didn’t even know it was you, would you believe that? It was meant to be, Rosie, it was meant to be. Now, that one has the eggs in it so be careful with it.’


‘Why didn’t you just ring an order in, Patsy, like the rest of the island?’ I took two bags and Patsy had one and we checked the road before crossing it to the pier.


‘I only went in for bread but I just can’t resist all the ­treats they have. And sure, they are so helpful in that place that they gave me a young girl all to myself to do the shopping and carry the bags to the bus stop where she waited with me and loaded them on. But the way I look at it, Rosie,’ she said, halting our trek to explain her theory, ­‘haven’t we islanders been the loyalest of customers all our lives to them? Quid pro quo. Isn’t that the phrase?’


We continued on to drop what we had and then returned for the rest. When we had delivered all of the bags, Patsy walked back to my car with me, chatting the entire time as I unloaded my case and a smaller bag that she insisted on taking, despite my protests. By the time we had finally stopped at the pier wall, every item now present and correct, Aoibhneas had arrived, offloaded her passengers and was ready for us. The low-lying water in the mainland and island harbours meant passengers always had to descend the pier steps to board. On our way down I cupped Patsy's right elbow as her left hand clasped the guardrail. It wasn’t until I was seated in the cabin, Patsy updating me on how Rita’s ankle was repairing itself from a fall at the community centre in February, and I heard Aoibhneas’s purr as she manoeuvred from the pier wall that I realised there was no turning back now.


It was Liam at the helm, but he hadn’t noticed me yet. As Patsy began to chat with a young couple to our right whom I didn’t recognise, I wondered had Dad mentioned to him that I was coming back for the summer to be his counterpart. I imagined his eyes lifting to Heaven at that. I pulled my legs in to allow a man of about my age, lanky and long, pass by. A man who’d winked at Patsy.


‘Wait, Iggy,’ Patsy called to him, excusing herself with a little pat to the arm of the young woman. ‘This is Rosie. Danny’s daughter. One of our own. And this is Iggy, Rosie. Our latest arrival. A man who can turn his hand to anything.’


Iggy smiled. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without this woman. She’s got me so much work since I arrived. The government should hire her. Unemployment would be a thing of the past.’


His accent was northern, yet soft. Donegal, I thought.


‘Rosie, I knew the minute I set eyes on him, he was one of the good ones. You know me, I can sense these things.’ She wagged her finger in my direction for emphasis.


Apart from being able to deliver healthy babies, Patsy also possessed a sixth sense she had inherited from no one, at least none that any islander could figure, ­gathering up that talent all by herself, making it her own. We ­islanders eagerly grasped hold of that gift when we needed a ­web-thin thread of hope against some awful tragedy. Back early on, when Saoirse had first gone missing, Patsy had said, ‘I can’t see her yet, but I know she’s there, and she’s coming.’ Her story had never changed. From when I rang her, four days after Saoirse disappeared, to sitting beside her on that ferry, her words had always stayed the same. And I knew she was right. No matter what the rest of the world thought, I knew some day I would have Saoirse back, alive, holding her in my arms again.


‘How long have you been on Roaring Bay, Iggy?’ I asked.


‘Four, five months now.’


‘He works for Diarmuid, and for Christa up in the B-and-B and—’


‘Anyone else who’ll have me.’


‘And he’s a powerful swimmer. Oh, my word, Rosie, there he is up at the crack of dawn, diving through those waves like he was born to it.’


‘Ach now.’ Iggy beamed at the compliment. ‘Are you a swimmer yourself, Rosie?’


‘Oh, I . . . well, I used to be. Not so much in the last while, though.’ Truth was, I hadn’t swum with abandon since Saoirse, but before then whenever we were on the island, it seemed we hardly ever left the sea.


‘Really?’ He sat down beside me. ‘’Cause you know, I’ve been amazed at how the islanders don’t swim. I’m always on the lookout for someone to enjoy it with.’


‘Well, I’m . . .’ I was regretting the impression I’d given that I was the opposite of all those others who had disappointed him. I felt the sudden return of doubt about going to the island that Patsy, simply by being herself, had helped distract me from. I looked out through the cabin doors to see the mainland far in the distance, my chance of a quick exit now long disappeared.


‘I’ve already started a petition, Rosie,’ Patsy said, ­leaning into me, ‘that we’re not going to let this one go. I’ve told him I don’t hold with people coming to live on the Bay, making me fall a little in love with them and then leaving. Liam and your father have been warned not to let him get on the boat if they see even a hint of a suitcase near him.’


‘You’re wasting your time there, Patsy. I travel light, they’d never know.’


‘But you’re not going anyway, Iggy. I know that, pet, I know it.’ She gave a little chuckle before returning to her conversation with the girl to her right.


By the time the journey had ended, I’d talked with Críostóir, Phelan, Dad’s crew hand, and Nancy his wife, and Sarah, the island’s potter. No one produced those knowing glances as I’d thought they might, seeing deep within my soul and understanding that here stood a failed woman, come back to where she’d started because nothing could save her. At least, if they had thought it, they never let on, for which I was grateful. We talked of ordinary things: the goat farm with Críostóir, the price of ­petrol, fishing quotas, families, which children were in what years in school. They wanted to know about Cullie and Hugh and, one or two who were brave enough, Saoirse. ‘No update, then?’ they asked.


‘No,’ I replied, and there we left it, I as much as them moving us back to more palatable fare. No one seemed even to know that I was back to skipper the boat. Dad, it appeared, had not breathed a word.


On docking, I attempted to help Patsy but Iggy was there before me with all six bags divided equally in two hands. I gathered my own and got in line to climb the stone steps up onto the pier. As I neared the top, I looked up towards the wheelhouse where I saw Liam leaning over the guardrail, watching us all disembark. If he knew about my arrival, his sudden jolt upright made a good job of covering it up. We nodded in acknowledgement of each other before continuing with our business.


Dad was waiting for me. Hugged me so tightly that I dropped the suitcase he hadn’t let me put down first.


‘You’re glad to see me so,’ I said, smiling as he let me go and patted down my clothes, rumpled in the embrace.


‘God, love, but I surely am.’ He reddened, sniffled and rubbed at the weather-beaten creases of his chin. ‘Let’s get you up home,’ he said, reaching for my bag.


‘Your back, Dad.’


I batted away his hand and shooed him on, following his slower-than-expected limp up the pier. I waved goodbye to Patsy as she got into the island taxi that would take her and her shopping all five hundred metres to the top of the pier and the gates of her house.


‘Call in for a tea, or something stronger.’ She giggled.


Iggy passed me too, much quicker than my father and me. ‘Seven a.m.,’ he said, over his shoulder as he went. ‘Over by Diarmuid’s. Rain, hail or shine.’


I laughed, and it felt as if I was another person, an imposter, an actor stepping into my life and pretending all was perfectly fine. Those who passed me coming in the opposite direction, heading to pick up the shopping from the ferry, called out, ‘It’s yourself. Good to have you back.’


‘Where have you got us parked, at all?’ I asked Dad. ‘Were you planning on us walking all the way?’


He pointed on up to the right to his Ford Cortina sitting patiently at the top of the pier. ‘I can’t be dealing with the reversing and sudden braking any more down there when eejits decide to pull out without looking.’


As I sat into the passenger seat, with no other ears now listening, I was, at last, able to bring up the obvious. ‘No one seems to know that I’m back to work the ferry.’


‘No, I thought I’d wait.’


‘Wait to see if I made it, you mean? Wise man, I wasn’t sure myself.’


‘You’re here now and that’s all that matters. Now, like a good girl, have a look around there and tell me if there’s anyone coming.’ Wing mirrors were a luxury on the island.


‘All clear.’


We passed Diarmuid’s shop, which seemed, even for May, busy enough.


‘So, how are we going to do this?’ I asked. ‘I just rock up on the boat and say, “Surprise”? Is that the plan?’


‘Well, I could see if RTÉ’s Six One News has a slot for us, but, yes, that’s about the size of it.’


‘So even Liam doesn’t know?’


‘It’s none of his bloody business.’


The sharpness of his words made me turn to check that this was still the same man who for years wouldn’t say a bad word against Liam, not even when as a boy in the playground at school, Liam had refused to let me play Ferry, a game he’d come up with, which involved stealing the skipping ropes so he could cast them up onto the sports equipment shed as if he was throwing the line onto the pier as Aoibhneas docked.


‘You can’t play,’ he had levelled at me, the one and only time I had tried to take a turn.


‘Well, I need to practise too. It’s my dad’s boat and he says I can work for him when I’m older.’


‘I don’t think so. Girls aren’t allowed work on ferries – they’re too weak. And anyway, when I’m bigger it’ll be my ferry. Not yours. My uncle says so. And you won’t be working for me.’


Liam had lived with his uncle Tommy, his father’s brother, the other skipper on the boat back then. Liam’s mother had died in childbirth and his father, an alcoholic, had gone the same way not long after when Liam was four. Tommy was softer than his brother but still had a hint of the Ó Kiersey edge. He fished and skippered and taught his nephew that life was about making sure you got what you could from the sea.


‘No, it won’t!’ I’d cried in horror at Liam’s suggestion that one day Aoibhneas would no longer be ours. After school I had run as fast as I could to the harbour to find my father.


‘There now,’ Dad had said, having heard me out. He pulled me into a hug, trying to help quell the tears. ‘Look, you know Liam’s daddy and mammy are gone and that’s very sad for any child to take. And sometimes that hurt means that something might get said that can be cruel. It’s not his fault.’


‘But he said Aoibhneas would be his,’ I managed, between sharp intakes of breath.


‘She won’t, little lady, I can assure you of that right now. That boat is ours and always will be. I promise you. OK?’


‘OK,’ I relented, mostly for my father’s sake because I loved him so much and would never dream of doubting him.


Over the years that followed, I’d tried to be as kind as my father about Liam, but I had failed, battered as I consistently was by Liam’s continued pronouncements that I would never be as good as him and that, one day, I’d see it for myself.


But now, back in the car on our way up home, Dad would not acknowledge my stare, not turning in my direction, his eyes on the road, not letting on for a second what had shifted in his attitude towards Liam.


‘Right,’ I said, not pushing it and looking left, taking in Michael-Fran’s pub as we passed. ‘Seems I’ve a lot to catch up on.’


Dad dropped down a gear, wincing as he did so, readying for the steep climb home up Mac’s Hill.


Nothing had changed in the house since I’d last seen it seven months earlier at Mammy’s funeral. Everything was as she had left it before she’d died. It seemed sadder, though, as if all of the colour had been watered down, a damp cloth laid flat on it for days so all that was left was the dullest suggestion of what it once had been. I sat to the sofa, my bags beside me, allowing my eyes to trail from the empty grate over to Dad’s chair opposite, tucked in as always under the wooden stairs that lead to the two bedrooms above, the open steps of which give him a shelf for his cup of tea or pint of Guinness or glass of Baileys on Christmas mornings. Over the months that had bent him, he’d had to raise the seat height with cushions, making it easier to sit and stand. Donations from other islanders, I supposed, from thrones long since past their prime. I took a breath, sharp and unexpected as if my father had leaped from a darkened corner to frighten me, and felt it again, that loneliness, that desperation of the full circle my life had taken. Suddenly I could not comprehend how I would manage one night here, let alone a summer.
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