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Chapter One


      
         OFFALY, MAY 1958

      
      The air was sweet with summer scents from the trees and the spindly wild blossoms, as Kate Flowers cycled along the tow-path
         from her family cottage in Ballygrace to Tullamore town. The afternoon sunlight brought a glinting shimmer to the normally
         dull canal, and several times the unaccustomed heat gave Kate a silly urge to strip off to her underwear, jump in and splash
         about as she had often done when she was a young girl. But having reached the age of twenty, she had long since learned to
         temper her spontaneity over such things.
      

      
      Even though it was quiet at this particular stretch of the canal, you never knew who was lurking about – watching and listening.
         And it would just be her luck for another cyclist or a fisherman to suddenly appear from behind a hedge or a tree at the wrong
         moment. She shook her head at the thought, her curly black ponytail bouncing on her shoulders, knowing that such a thing would
         ruin her reputation for ever. And that was the last thing she or her widowed mother needed. Her older brother Brendan was
         doing a good enough job of ruining the family’s reputation without Kate adding to it.
      

      
      She dismounted the bike now to push the sturdy high-Nellie over a small, steep bridge. When she reached the middle point on
         the bridge, she leaned the bike against the wall and sat down on a flat smooth stone to look down at the canal. There was
         no sign of the pair of swans that had made their home there this last few weeks.
      

      
      She walked across the bridge now to look at the opposite side, and after a few moments, a smile spread across her full lips as she spotted the white shapes close by the canal
         bank.
      

      
      She watched them for a while, then she suddenly looked at her watch. She would have to get a move on or the best of the meat
         would be gone in the butcher’s, and then Brendan would give out to her about how he paid for all the food that was put on
         the Flowers’ table, and the least she and her mother could do was to make sure that it was of a decent standard.
      

      
      Kate Flowers tucked a stray ringlet of jet-black hair back into her thick ponytail, as she studied the contents of her wicker
         shopping basket. ‘I think that’s everything …’ she said, her brow furrowed in concentration.
      

      
      ‘I suppose you’ll be going to the Maypole Dance down at Ballygrace canal tonight?’ Mrs O’Neill said, as she handed over the
         neatly wrapped package of sausages to add to the pound of rashers, the black and white pudding and the three sirloin steaks
         already in Kate’s basket. The large, thick slice of steak was for Brendan and the two smaller slices for Kate and her mother,
         Mary.
      

      
      ‘Oh … I’m not sure,’ Kate replied, handing over the two half-crowns, and doing her best not to be drawn into the older woman’s
         inquisition.
      

      
      ‘Oh, you don’t want to be missing a good night out,’ the butcher’s wife went on. ‘Sure, all the young ones from Ballygrace
         and thereabouts will be at it, and all the fine-looking young bucks from around the place.’ She went over to the till now,
         then a few moments later came back to count Kate’s change into her hand. ‘It’s one of the best dance nights of the summer,
         and they’re giving it to be a fine mild evening.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll see …’ Kate said vaguely, putting the coins into her small, black leather purse. ‘I don’t like leaving my mother on
         her own for too long.’
      

      
      ‘And how is Mary?’ Mrs O’Neill asked, folding her chunky arms on top of the glass counter. She was a good advert for her husband’s
         meat business, looking well fed with rosy red cheeks. ‘Is she keeping well in herself?’
      

      
      ‘Grand,’ Kate said, giving a terse little smile. ‘She’s a lot better.’

      
      ‘Ah sure, your poor mother would be fine enough on her own for a few hours. It wouldn’t do her the slightest bit of harm.’
         She lowered her voice. ‘And I’m sure she would be delighted to see you out enjoyin’ yourself and maybe meeting up with a nice
         fella to look after the pair of ye. It’s a lonely oul’ spot down there by the canal, and you shouldn’t have any problem gettin’
         a lad – a good-looking girl like yourself …’
      

      
      ‘Oh, we’re grand as we are,’ Kate said quickly, lifting the basket from the counter. ‘We have Brendan out there with us at
         the weekends.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not the same,’ Mrs O’Neill told her, shaking her head gravely. ‘You need a man there night and day.’ She leaned forward
         in a conspiratorial manner. ‘And anyway, between you and me, I think Brendan will be finding himself a wife one of these days.
         He’s got a good steady job on the canal boats and he’s one of the finest dancers in the area. Sure, the girls are only mad
         for him.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Mrs O’Neill,’ Kate said crisply, turning towards the door, her face flushed with embarrassment. The last thing she
         wanted to hear was about Brendan finding himself a wife when the whole town knew that he had found himself a wife at the last
         Maypole Dance.
      

      
      The only trouble was it was another man’s wife.

   
      
      
Chapter Two


      
      Kate drew the back of her hand across her brow to wipe the splashes from it, then plunged both hands back into the depths
         of the basin of lukewarm water, feeling for her little brown-handled vegetable knife amongst the rings of carrot and parsnip
         peelings. When she found it, she began to chop half of a large purple and cream turnip.
      

      
      ‘The range is good and hot,’ her mother said. ‘Will I put the potatoes on now?’

      
      Kate looked over her shoulder at the clock on the shelf above the hot stove. It was nearly five o’clock and Brendan would
         be in at any time. ‘I suppose we could have them started,’ she said. ‘If you just put the pan to the cool end of the cooker,
         then they can be doing slowly.’ She paused. ‘Are you sure it’s not too heavy for you? D’you want me to lift it?’
      

      
      ‘I can manage it grand,’ her mother reassured her. ‘And I need to start doing a bit more around the place.’ Mary got slowly
         out of her high armchair beside the range – too slowly for a woman in her mid-forties – and went over to the table. She lifted
         the pan of potatoes and carried it over to the hot stove, putting it down on the cast-iron top, then moving the lid to sit
         at a slight angle, which would allow the steam to escape without causing pressure that would make the water boil over.
      

      
      Sitting back down in her armchair, she gave a little sigh from the slight exertion.

      
      ‘Are you feeling all right?’ Kate checked, a concerned crease on her brow.

      
      ‘Grand,’ Mary said, smiling and patting her thickly coiled dark hair, which was now sprinkled with grey. ‘Thanks be to God
         I’m feeling that little bit better every day.’ Nine weeks before she had been in Tullamore Hospital to have her gall bladder removed, and she was still recovering. A thick rope-like scar now wove its way from high
         up on her chest to low on her stomach. She had only been out of hospital a few days when the wound had become infected, and
         it had made the whole ordeal even worse than it should have been, leaving her in a frail condition. The physical set-back
         had also triggered off Mary’s old nervous problems, leaving her low in energy and confidence.
      

      
      Kate looked out of the widow by the sink to see if there was any sign of Brendan yet, then she turned to the wooden board
         and started chopping the hard orange turnip into small square shapes. The boat was mooring at Ballygrace for the night, and
         then it would continue its journey down to Banagher in the morning with the lads that were on for the weekend.
      

      
      Brendan would be more ready for this break than usual as the previous weekend had been very windy and he had been stuck down
         in Shannon Harbour until the Saturday afternoon. The boats hadn’t dared go any further until the winds had died down.
      

      
      Brendan had come in that Saturday night complaining bitterly about the hold-up and eager to make up for the drinking and socialising
         he’d missed the previous night. Kate had covered her head with the blankets when she’d heard him stumbling in, singing and
         muttering to himself, in the early hours of the morning. He’d moaned and groaned getting up for Mass on the Sunday morning,
         and had then spent most of the day back in bed before heading out to the pub again in the evening.
      

      
      But this weekend would be different. The weather was fine and warm and he would be in better form all round, Kate told herself.
         She went over to the painted white dresser and lifted down the pan she used for the vegetables and in a few moments she had
         it filled two-thirds of the way up with the small pieces of turnip and carrots and parsnips that would hopefully bring a smile
         to her brother’s face. She had prepared his favourite meal: steak, floury potatoes with butter and mixed root vegetables.
      

      
      The potatoes were just coming to the boil when Kate heard voices coming up the path towards the cottage. She rushed over to
         the window, frowning, hoping that it wasn’t visitors who would end up drinking tea and chatting while the dinner slowly dried
         up. As usual, there was only enough of a dinner for the three of them, and the family would have to sit it out until the visitors
         left. The manners they were accustomed to in the Flowers household wouldn’t have allowed them to eat while visitors looked
         on.
      

      
      Kate didn’t know whether to be relieved or annoyed when she saw that it was indeed her brother Brendan, her confusion caused
         by the fact that he had brought unexpected company along with him – unexpected company that would need feeding. She stepped
         back from the window, throwing her hands up in the air in a silent gesture of frustration, then she walked to the door to
         let them in.
      

      
      ‘Here she is!’ Brendan said in a jovial tone as she lifted the latch. ‘Kate Flowers – the best-looking girl down this end
         of the canal! A Flower by name and a flower by nature.’
      

      
      Kate pinned a tight smile on her face – even though she could have killed him – and opened the door wide in the sort of welcoming
         gesture that her brother expected on a Friday.
      

      
      Brendan came in first, greasy in his dark working clothes, followed by a companion in similar garb, carrying a small holdall
         in one hand and a dark suit on a hanger in the other. Kate lifted her head as the fellow came through the door, and suddenly
         she was looking into the bluest eyes she had ever seen – possibly made bluer by the grimy sweat on his unexpectedly handsome,
         smiling face.
      

      
      ‘Michael O’Brien,’ he said, holding his hand out. ‘I’m pleased to meet you, Kate.’
      

      
      Her breath was suddenly whipped away and the blood rushed to redden her sallow-skinned cheeks. ‘Pleased to meet you, Michael,’
         she said, in a halting, stumbling fashion.
      

      
      ‘I hope you don’t mind …’ he said in a rich and low voice, nodding towards the kitchen where Brendan was now, chatting and
         laughing with his mother. ‘I hope it’s not inconvenient for you … but he nearly dragged me back with him. I was supposed to
         be staying on the boat until we went out this evening, and I would have made a bite for myself.’ He gave a little shrug. ‘It
         was only a few forms to be filled out for the brewery, but I suppose they can be done just as easy in the morning before we
         get to Tullamore.’
      

      
      ‘You’re very welcome,’ Kate said, ushering him in. Considering he looked only around about her own age, it immediately struck
         Kate that there was something different about her brother’s workmate. He was just above medium height with light brown hair,
         but it was the face and the bright eyes that made him stand out. There was something in his eyes, which were deep and serious,
         that made him seem older.
      

      
      And in those few moments, as he had paused by the door, Kate instinctively knew that Michael O’Brien understood all about
         Brendan and the way he was. And that he understood what it must be like for Kate and her mother to have to live with him.
      

      
      While Brendan introduced his workmate to his mother, Kate filled the large tin basin with hot water from the steaming kettle
         on the range, then lifted a bar of soap from the dish at the sink and a couple of squares cut from an old towel and carried
         them into her brother’s room.
      

      
      Most evenings – unless he was very drunk – Brendan had a strip-wash to the waist in his bedroom and changed into fresh underclothes and an old but clean shirt and trousers;
         she presumed his friend would do the same.
      

      
      ‘And what parish are your family in?’ Mary Flowers asked, her face now lit up and smiling. She enjoyed having company and
         made the most of it, asking him questions about his home and his family and enquiring about anyone she knew who lived in their
         area.
      

      
      Michael O’Brien told her that he lived a couple of miles outside of Tullamore and then he told her how many were in his family
         and all about the farm they had.
      

      
      ‘And did you not fancy workin’ full time on the farm?’ Mary asked, curious.

      
      ‘The canal suits me grand,’ he said, ‘and I help out on the farm when I have time off.’

      
      ‘The best of both worlds,’ Mary said, nodding her head in agreement.

      
      After the men went into the bedroom, Kate bustled back and forth between the table and the range, adding sausages and strips
         of bacon to the frying pan to stretch the meal to accommodate a fourth – and probably hefty – appetite. She then set another
         place at the table and busied herself, buttering slices of the brown soda bread that her mother had baked that morning.
      

      
      The bedroom door opened and Brendan appeared wearing only his trousers and a white beard of shaving-soap on his face. ‘Did
         you get the new blades for the razor?’ he asked Kate.
      

      
      She turned to the window-sill to lift the small chemist’s bag and handed it to him.

      
      ‘Ah, you’ll make some fella a nice wife one day!’ he said, winking at her.

      
      ‘I’m sure I will,’ she retorted, raising her dark arched eyebrows, ‘so long as it’s not a slave they’re looking for! I’ve
         had enough of that kind of craic from you.’
      

      
      ‘Oooh!’ he said, laughing aloud now. ‘We’ll have to watch ourselves, Michael. No man is safe around her when she’s got the oul’ temper up!’
      

      
      As he turned back into the bedroom – and just before the door closed – Kate caught sight of Michael O’Brien in the old, mottled
         wardrobe mirror. Like Brendan, he was stripped to the waist, with his broad, muscular back to her, oblivious to her stare
         as he lathered soap around his face and neck and then under his arms.
      

      
      Suddenly feeling flustered, Kate turned back to the preparations for the meal. Apart from her brother, she had never seen
         a man engaged in such a personal act at close range. It made her feel all hot and embarrassed.
      

      
      ‘Michael’s a lovely fella, isn’t he?’ her mother said, coming over to inspect the frying pan. She decided that the sausages
         were done well enough on the bottom now and turned them over with a wooden spoon. ‘And I’d say he’s from a good family, because
         he has a nice speaking voice and a lovely manner about him, doesn’t he?’
      

      
      ‘Very nice,’ Kate said, buttering the last slice of soda bread and then coming over to put the plate in the middle of the
         table. She was still trying to push the captivating picture of the boatman’s bare chest and his strong arms out of her mind.
      

      
      Mary Flowers’ voice lowered to a whisper. ‘Would you say he’s a good-lookin’ young lad? Is he the type that the girls would
         go for?’ She gave a girlish giggle. ‘I think he’s very good-lookin’ anyway—’
      

      
      ‘Mammy!’ Kate hissed, shooting a glance at the bedroom door. ‘He’ll hear you!’

      
      Mary gave a little sigh, but her eyes were full of amusement. ‘Sure, it’s not as if I’m sayin’ anything wrong – I’m only complimenting
         him. Where’s the harm in that?’
      

      
      ‘He would be mortified if he heard you saying such a thing.’

      
      ‘Oh, devil a bit of it!’ Mary said, prodding the sausages with a fork to check if they were cooked right through.
      

      
      A short while later the two lads emerged from the room, their hair damp and slicked back, their faces well scrubbed and glowing.
         Mary motioned them to sit down at the table as Kate put bowls of potatoes and mixed vegetables and a jug of thick onion gravy
         on the table. She then set a hot plate of steak and sausage and rashers in front of their guest and another in front of Brendan.
      

      
      Michael O’Brien now had one of the smaller steaks and Kate and her mother shared the other. In spite of the exasperation she
         had felt earlier at having to stretch the meal to another place, Kate felt quite satisfied with the full plates she had managed
         to come up with.
      

      
      The men both had large glasses of milk, which had been cooled in a bucket of cold water in the small pantry, and she and her
         mother had smaller glasses of red lemonade. Kate went back to the plates on the top of the range and served her mother next
         and herself last. Eventually, she came to sit at the small square table, across from Michael O’Brien, her mother and brother
         at either side of her.
      

      
      ‘Are you all set for the Maypole dancing in Ballygrace tonight?’ Brendan said, reaching over to flick the back of his sister’s
         raven-black hair.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t decided …’ Kate said, still feeling hot and slightly flustered from the cooking. She glanced at her mother, unsure
         as to whether she would feel happy leaving her on her own.
      

      
      ‘Of course she’ll go now,’ her mother answered for her. She smiled encouragingly at Kate, but her eyes were flickering across
         in their guest’s direction. ‘Won’t you? You can go with the two Daly girls.’
      

      
      Noelle and Sarah Daly lived in an old farmhouse just a five-minute walk down the canal path from the Flowers’ cottage. Noelle
         was the same age as Kate, and Sarah a year younger.
      

      
      Brendan guffawed. ‘She won’t get too many dances going with that pair of red-headed heifers,’ he said, shaking his head.
      

      
      ‘Heifers!’ Kate gasped, practically choking the word out. ‘When did you last have your eyes tested, Brendan Flowers? Noelle and Sarah
         both have lovely figures.’
      

      
      ‘She may as well stay at home as go dancin’ with that Daly pair,’ Brendan continued, studiously avoiding his sister’s steely
         eye. ‘I wouldn’t take them around the floor if they were the last two women left in the place.’
      

      
      ‘And what makes you think that they’d even consider dancing with an amada´n like you?’ Kate snapped. ‘They have plenty of
         fellas asking them to dance.’ She was grateful to have the Daly girls for company since her best friend, Maura, had become
         engaged to a lad from Tullamore at Christmas, and no longer went out on her own to dances or the pictures. Anytime they met
         up now all Maura could talk about were the things she was planning to make or save up for, for her bottom drawer.
      

      
      Brendan shrugged carelessly and laughed now at Kate’s bad temper. Insults from his sister were like water off a duck’s back,
         and anyway, he enjoyed riling her.
      

      
      ‘Ah, Brendan,’ Mary Flowers admonished lightly, ‘you shouldn’t be telling lies like that about Noelle and Sarah. They’re two
         lovely looking girls – everybody says how striking they are with their beautiful red hair and their lovely figures. And even
         if they weren’t particularly good-looking, there’s more to people than that. Looks aren’t everything, you know.’
      

      
      ‘True enough,’ Brendan remarked, winking over at his workmate. ‘I suppose you don’t need to look at the mantelpiece when you’re
         pokin’ the fire. Isn’t that right, Mickey?’ He laughed heartily now at his own joke.
      

      
      While her mother gave a little exasperated sigh and raised her eyes to the ceiling, Kate’s cheeks burned at his crude remark,
         but she bit back the sharp retort on the tip of her tongue because of their guest. She glanced across at Michael O’Brien and saw him give Brendan a wry smile and shake his head – but there was no laughter in his eyes.
      

      
      ‘C’mon now, you must be starving.’ Mary held the bowl of potatoes out to their guest.

      
      ‘This is a grand meal and I’m grateful to ye both for it,’ the boatman said quietly, taking three large, hot potatoes and
         putting them on a small saucer at the side of his dinner plate. He lifted the well-worn, ivoryhandled knife and proceeded
         to peel the bursting skin from the potatoes. He did it deftly and quickly.
      

      
      Kate stole a glance at him and was surprised to notice how delicate his long tapering fingers looked – more like a pianist’s
         or an artist’s hands than a boatman. She was even more surprised to notice how clean they were for a man used to the oily,
         grimy work on the canal boats.
      

      
      She took the potatoes from her mother now and after putting two on her saucer, she cut into her small piece of steak, checking
         that it wasn’t over-cooked. Brendan liked everything well done with any fatty bits crispy, and she hoped that Michael O’Brien
         liked it the same way.
      

      
      ‘Do you enjoy the dancing yourself, Michael?’ Mary Flowers enquired now.

      
      He nodded and smiled, politely finishing chewing a piece of meat before answering. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said, nodding his fair head.
         ‘I love the bit of music.’
      

      
      ‘And do you play anything at all?’ Mary asked, her eyes bright with interest.

      
      ‘Sure he has an oul’ guitar that he carries on the boat,’ Brendan cut in. ‘He never goes anywhere without it.’

      
      ‘Indeed! I’d love to hear you play,’ Mary said. She leaned over and touched Kate’s elbow. ‘Wouldn’t you, Kate?’

      
      Kate suddenly became conscious that she had hardly broken breath to her brother’s friend. ‘What do you play?’ she said, looking
         across the table at him.
      

      
      ‘Everything and anything,’ he said, smiling directly back at her. ‘New and old.’
      

      
      ‘And will you be playing at the dance tonight?’ Kate’s mother said.

      
      ‘Ah, no doubt I will,’ Michael O’Brien said. ‘I’ll probably join in with a few oul’ tunes.’

      
      ‘Oh, Kate, you’ll have to go now,’ the older woman said, joining her hands together as though in prayer. ‘Sure, it’ll be a
         great night altogether with the fine weather and the music and everything. All the young ones between Ballygrace and Daingean
         will be there.’
      

      
      ‘What about you?’ Kate asked her mother.

      
      ‘I’ll be grand,’ Mary assured her. ‘I’m better every day.’ She gestured towards the empty fire in the grate, which would be
         lit later in the evening. ‘I’ll be sitting there quite happy listening to the radio and reading my magazine, and lookin’ forward
         to you coming home to tell me all that’s happened.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure …’ Kate swallowed hard, feeling as though she were under a spotlight with all eyes on her.

      
      ‘Mammy’s right,’ Brendan chipped in, making things even worse. ‘You’ll turn into an oul’ maid before you know it. You’ll leave
         it too late and then when you look around all the best fellas will be gone.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t heed him,’ Mary said, waving her hand dismissively in her son’s direction. She turned to Kate. ‘You can wear that fancy
         blue frock your Auntie Rose bought you when we were over in Stockport,’ Mary suggested now. ‘It looks absolutely lovely with
         your good brooch in the centre.’ She clapped her hands together. ‘Oh, I used to love going to the Maypole dances when I was
         a girl – I loved the music and the dancing and seeing all the people that were there. I even loved the cycling back and forward
         to it with my dancing shoes tied up on the back of the bike.’ She gave a little sigh. ‘Oh, I wish I was your age again and
         able to go out and about and enjoy myself.’
      

      
      Kate listened now, thinking how relieved she was that her mother was back to her old chatty, cheery self. She had always been
         grateful to have such an easy-going, pleasant-natured mother, and Maura and the Daly girls had always told her how lucky she
         was, as their mothers were far more serious and at times fairly cross.
      

      
      ‘Before I was married,’ Mary happily rattled on, ‘I used to go to summer dances at the crossroads in Clare with my sister
         and the other local girls. Oh, the grand nights we had!’ Her eyes were suddenly youthful again – full of the girlish memories.
         ‘I tell you, there wouldn’t be a single Saturday night when I’d sit in if there was a dance I could go to – or to the pictures.’
         She roared with laughter now. ‘I even enjoyed getting all dressed up and going to the church with my sister and the girls
         when the Missions were on. Anything to get out of the house. Oh, the young ones have the time of their life and they don’t
         realise it until they’re too old to enjoy it any more.’
      

      
      Kate knew her mother must have had precious few years for dancing after she married a much older man when she was only eighteen,
         leaving behind her native County Clare and the large family that she grew up in. Her sister Rose was now in Stockport near
         Manchester, others were in London and several of her brothers had left for America years ago, and since then she’d only seen
         them at her parents’ funerals.
      

      
      She was married two years when Brendan came along, and he was followed a few years later by Kate.

      
      ‘Your mother’s right,’ Michael O’Brien said, looking directly at Kate now. ‘Life’s too short to waste time.’ He nodded over
         at Brendan. ‘And she’ll be guaranteed at least two dancing partners over the evening, won’t she?’
      

      
      Kate felt a little flutter of excitement at the thought of Michael O’Brien’s strong arms leading her around the wooden platform
         that was built especially for the Maypole dance every year. ‘Well … I’ll think about it.’
      

      
      Mary gave a little whoop of delight. ‘That’s it now, Kate!’ she laughed. ‘You’ll have to go – sure, you have no excuse not to go – and the lads agree!’
      

      
      After she had dressed and coaxed her black curly hair into what she thought was a slightly more fashionable style, Kate went
         into Brendan’s bedroom to check her reflection in his wardrobe mirror – since it was the only full-length mirror in the house.
      

      
      As she looked at her reflection, she gave a little sigh of relief and her shoulders relaxed for the first time in hours. She
         looked fine. And with a little touch of powder and lipstick she was confident enough to know she’d look more than fine.
      

      
      She smoothed a stray curl down, wondering if Michael O’Brien had thought that she was particularly good-looking. She could
         tell by the way he looked at her and spoke to her that he was comfortable with her, but he had only seen her in her old working
         skirt and blouse. The way he had smiled at her made her think that he definitely liked her – but she couldn’t tell whether
         it was in a sisterly way or whether there might be more to it.
      

      
      What would he think when he saw her in the blue dress with the scooped neck, which went a little lower than she usually dared,
         and the big broad belt, with the sparkly brooch pinned in the middle of the neck? She didn’t know enough about him to guess
         how he would react.
      

      
      But Kate knew one thing – she definitely liked him. He was the nicest-looking boy and the nicest-mannered boy she’d ever met. None of the local boys that she’d gone out with
         had stirred her interest the way her brother’s friend did.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Kate – you look beautiful!’ her mother said when she came out of the room. ‘You’ll be the belle of the ball tonight,
         so you will.’
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ Kate laughed, pleased with the compliment, ‘but the dress is gorgeous, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Your Auntie Rose has a great eye when it comes to clothes.’ Mary nodded. ‘And she knew the colour would look well on you.’
         She studied her daughter now. ‘A paler blue would have looked wishy-washy on you with your dark hair, but that deep blue looks
         just perfect.’
      

      
      Kate went over to the kitchen table where she had her navy clutch bag that matched her wedge-heeled navy sandals and she took
         out her powder compact and lipstick. She dabbed a coat of the light tan powder on her face and neck – going down well into
         her cleavage – and then she applied a coat of deep pink lipstick.
      

      
      Mary looked appraisingly at her daughter now. ‘You should put a bit of that stuff on that makes your eyelashes look longer,’
         she suggested. ‘It looked lovely when you wore it over in England.’
      

      
      ‘Mascara?’ Kate said, raising her eyebrows. She never really gave make-up a thought unless she was going out. Most of the
         time her face was scrubbed clean, and the only beauty preparations she used were a little Anne French or Nivea Creme. ‘Maybe
         I’ll put a little bit on. I think it’s in the dressing-table drawer.’
      

      
      She went into the bedroom that she shared with her mother and came out a few moments later with the little square black box.
         ‘You have to be really careful with this stuff,’ she told her mother, going over to the sink. She dampened the little brush
         under the tap and rubbed it over the hard black surface of the mascara block, and then, when she’d worked it into a bit of
         a paste, she carefully brushed it onto her top lashes and after letting them dry, onto her bottom ones.
      

      
      ‘Perfect,’ Mary Flowers said. ‘You’ll knock Michael O’Brien dead on his feet the way you look tonight.’

      
      ‘Mammy!’ Kate hissed, her face flushing. She fiddled about with her brooch now for something to do. ‘There will be plenty
         of beautifully dressed girls there, he won’t necessarily be interested in me.’
      

      
      Her mother’s eyes were sparkling with delight – almost as if it was herself going to the dance. ‘I’ll be waiting up for you to hear every bit of news.’
      

   
      
      Chapter Three 

      
      The two Daly girls were ready and waiting when Kate knocked at their door, and almost tumbled out on top of her. ‘Oh, you
         two look nice,’ she said, noting that they were both wearing bright, flowery frocks and had obviously spent time curling their
         straight, strawberry-blonde hair and pinning it back with fancy hair clasps.
      

      
      Once again, it passed through Kate’s mind that Brendan’s cruel comments about the sisters were totally uncalled for. They
         were neither fat nor unattractive, and they always had plenty of lads lining up to dance with them any time she was out with
         them. And she knew for a fact that Brendan had asked Noelle to go to the pictures last summer, but because of her father’s
         moods, she had let him down at the last minute, and he’d never got over it.
      

      
      Noelle had called up to the house and embarrassedly tried to explain about her father, but Brendan – his ego bruised – had
         brushed her aside. He’d not had a good word for the girls – particularly Noelle – ever since.
      

      
      It had been on the tip of her tongue to say as much when he had started his bad-mouthing about them earlier on, but it could
         have led to a serious row and apart from having a guest to consider, she knew her mother wasn’t up to that kind of thing.
      

      
      ‘Quick!’ Noelle hissed, catching Kate by the arm and propelling her back towards the gate. ‘Daddy’s in a fierce bad humour
         and he nearly stopped us goin’ to the dance. Keep moving in case he takes it into his head to bring us back.’
      

      
      Kate felt a sudden stab of alarm at the thought of Matt Daly coming after them and she quickened her step to match her friends.
         He was a severe-looking man at the best of times and Kate certainly didn’t want to get on the wrong side of him.
      

      
      Not for the first time, Kate offered up a silent prayer of gratitude that she didn’t have a ferocious father at home to contend
         with. As far as she remembered, her own father had been a gentler kind of man – she certainly had no memories of him ever
         shouting and bawling the way Matt Daly went on. She had vague recollections of him out on the tow-path teaching her how to
         ride a bicycle and showing her a bird’s nest – not the kind of things that the Daly girls’ father would ever do. Kate realised
         that she was lucky, for her mother was well-known for her easy-going manner – but she reckoned she had more than her fair
         share of family problems when it came to Brendan.
      

      
      ‘You shouldn’t have said anything about us wearing the new dresses to the dance!’ Noelle said accusingly to her sister as
         they scurried along. ‘You know what he’s like when he’s in a fierce bad humour!’
      

      
      ‘What’s he bothered about? Sure, they’re not even new!’ Sarah snapped back.

      
      ‘Isn’t that the whole point?’ Noelle sighed loudly. ‘He says he doesn’t want us wearin’ oul’ cast-offs from Mammy’s rich relations
         in America.’
      

      
      ‘Pity about him!’ Sarah said, thrusting her arm through Kate’s now. ‘The dresses are lovely and have hardly been worn and they fit us perfectly. We couldn’t afford to buy this style up in Dublin, so I’ll be wearing them and I don’t care what he
         says.’ She turned to Kate. ‘You don’t realise how lucky you are having a quiet house up there. There’s times I really envy
         you …’
      

      
      ‘Definitely,’ Noelle agreed. ‘And I know there’s times you must miss not having a father around, Kate – but I don’t think you’d swap places with us when Daddy’s in bad form.’
      

      
      Kate gave a little shrug, thinking how Brendan annoyed her at times, but she kept quiet since it was the two girls he’d been
         going on about earlier on. Besides, her brother was more of an irritant and a nuisance with drink, and he did have a good
         side, even if he didn’t always show it.
      

      
      ‘You both look lovely,’ she said instead, smiling at them. ‘Your hairstyles are very elegant altogether.’ She was desperate
         to lighten the tone of the evening. She hadn’t been to a dance for ages and since she had decided to go earlier this evening,
         she had gradually begun to feel all young and excited again – the way she used to, the way she did up until her mother’s illness.
      

      
      And she knew the fact that Michael O’Brien would be at the dance had added another touch of excitement to the whole event.

      
      ‘And you look gorgeous, too, Kate, in that lovely blue dress,’ Noelle said. ‘But then you always do. I wish my hair was naturally
         curly like yours. We’ve spent ages doing ours with curlers and setting lotion.’
      

      
      ‘You wouldn’t want my hair,’ Kate laughed, shaking her curly black mane. ‘It’s got a will of its own and will only go the
         one way – and it takes half the day to dry.’
      

      
      ‘Who was the fine-lookin’ fella I saw walkin’ up to the house with your Brendan?’ Sarah suddenly cut in. ‘I saw them when
         I was out in the yard getting a bucket of turf.’
      

      
      ‘Michael O’Brien – he works on the boats along with Brendan,’ Kate said lightly. ‘I only met him this evening for the first
         time myself …’
      

      
      ‘Are they going to the dance tonight?’

      
      ‘Oh, you know Brendan,’ Kate sighed. ‘He wouldn’t miss a dance if he could help it.’

      
      ‘And his friend – what kind of a fella is he?’ Noelle asked, all interested. Her sister had mentioned seeing him earlier on but she had been busy ironing her dress at the time and hadn’t paid that much attention. ‘Is he married or
         single?’
      

      
      ‘He’s nice enough and I’m sure he’s single,’ Kate replied carefully. ‘He’d have said if he was married. My mother gave him
         the Spanish Inquisition about his family and everything and he didn’t say anything about being married.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, but did you get the impression he might be courting anybody?’ Noelle asked. ‘If he’s as good-lookin’ as Sarah says, he’ll
         likely be spoken for already.’
      

      
      Kate’s face darkened as it suddenly dawned on her that she hadn’t a clue whether Michael O’Brien had a girlfriend or not.
         ‘Now that,’ she said, feeling a bit strange at the thought, ‘I don’t know at all.’
      

      
      ‘In that case,’ Sarah said, ‘we’ll have to make it our business to find out tonight.’

      
      ‘And if he’s attached to anybody else,’ Noelle added, ‘then we’ll just have to look elsewhere.’

      
      Half an hour later the girls rounded a bend on the canal tow-path and there in front of them was the old stone bridge at Ballygrace.
         Through the gap underneath the bridge they could see the crowd that was already gathered around the stage that had been erected
         the previous afternoon, along with a good-sized wooden platform for dancing.
      

      
      ‘It’s going to be a grand night,’ Noelle prophesied in a low voice. ‘And there will be an even bigger crowd in an hour’s time.’

      
      ‘Do you think Brendan and his friend will be there already?’ Sarah checked, craning her neck to see if she could recognise
         anyone in the distance.
      

      
      Kate smiled and shrugged. She had been thinking the very same thing herself. ‘I doubt it,’ she answered. ‘I would imagine
         that Brendan will be holding up the bar in the pub for a while yet.’
      

      
      ‘He’s a bit of a rake, your Brendan,’ Sarah laughed. ‘A demon for the girls and the drink.’
      

      
      ‘He’s certainly not as quiet and shy as he used to be back in school,’ Noelle added wryly.

      
      Kate felt her face flush at her friend’s comment, but there was no point in being annoyed with her neighbour for saying anything
         about Brendan, and Sarah hadn’t spoken in a sneering way. Besides, the two sisters were always open enough with her about
         their father. Every family, Kate supposed, had their problems.
      

      
      And anyway – didn’t the dogs in the street know what her brother was like? Not that it mattered – Brendan Flowers didn’t give
         a damn what people thought of him or his carry-on. He just sailed on regardless. Although Kate was grateful that he seemed
         to have quietened down a bit in the past year – since the episode at the Maypole dance with the woman from Edenderry. She
         reckoned that he must have had a run-in with her husband or maybe he got a fright when he sobered up and realised the risk
         he’d taken. But Kate knew that her brother still had that undependable streak. She would just have to hold her head up proudly
         and learn not to care what people thought either. Not caring what other people thought was a lesson she had been working on
         for a long time – and one she still hadn’t mastered. But she would keep on trying.
      

      
      There was no other option.

      
      The three girls walked along the tow-path, chattering about previous dances they’d been to, who was courting who locally,
         and discussing plans they had for the summer. They weren’t going anywhere very exciting, the Dalys told Kate, but they were
         going to spend the fortnight they both had off from work up in Dublin with their aunt. Kate told them about her planned visit
         to her Aunt Rose in Stockport.
      

      
      ‘Oh, you’re lucky,’ Sarah said. ‘I’d love to go over to England sometime.’

      
      ‘I’d love to go to America,’ Noelle said. ‘Our aunties and uncles out there have said they could get us work and everything.’
         She sighed. ‘One of these days when I’ve saved up the fare I’ll just up and go.’
      

      
      ‘You may take me with you!’ Sarah announced. ‘I couldn’t stick it in the house if you weren’t there.’ Then suddenly she shrieked
         out loud. ‘Feck!’ she said, coming to a standstill. ‘A bloomin’ ould blackberry briar has ripped my stockings and scratched
         my legs to bits.’
      

      
      The two other girls halted and gathered around her to examine the damage.

      
      ‘Your dress hides the ladder in your stocking,’ Noelle told her sister.

      
      ‘And the scratches don’t look too bad,’ Kate said sympathetically. ‘Here,’ she said, taking a clean hanky from her handbag.
         It was newly ironed and pressed into a small neat square. ‘Use that to clean up the blood.’
      

      
      They spent a few moments attending to her minor wounds and when it was decided that she was patched up sufficiently, they
         resumed their walk towards the Maypole stand. They could hear the sound of music in the distance, and as they grew nearer
         they could see the group of local musicians sitting on the stage with accordions and banjos and large round tambourines.
      

      
      ‘Oh look!’ Noelle said, her voice high with excitement. ‘There’s the mineral table set up as well.’ She craned her neck further.
         ‘And there’s a good few fellas gathered there already.’
      

      
      Brendan’s opinion of the two Daly girls obviously wasn’t shared by the other males already at the dance, who lost no time
         in taking them on the floor as soon as the music got into full swing. The curvaceous, red-haired girls were both good dancers
         and although they appeared initially shy and a bit awkward, they had something about them that drew certain local fellows.
         The sort of fellows that grew up in families with values similar to the Daly household, and knew that the down-to-earth girls would make good partners for them. The sort of
         fellows that were taking their chances with the girls early on in the evening before the young, confident bucks appeared –
         buoyed up with drink – and took over the whole show.
      

      
      The sort of fellows that knew they had no chance with the likes of Kate Flowers.

      
      Kate stood at the side of the dance floor watching Noelle and Sarah as they moved around the floor in their American dresses,
         keeping perfect time with the old-fashioned waltz. She wasn’t alone and she wasn’t bothered about not getting asked up to
         dance at the beginning of the night. She knew most of the other girls who were there – patiently sipping their bottles of
         lemonade through stripey paper straws, and watching in the distance for the other, more exciting lads to come walking along
         the banks of the Ballygrace canal.
      

      
      The lads that were still holding up the bar in the pubs in Ballygrace.

      
      The lads like Brendan Flowers.

      
      Around ten o’clock, when the light was beginning to fade, the dance started to move into full swing. The dance floor was now
         packed and Kate found herself up on the wooden platform for one waltz and half-set after another. There were so many people
         there that it was getting more and more difficult to waltz without bumping into someone, although no one really minded. It
         only added to the fun and light-heartedness of the evening.
      

      
      She had just finished a dance and was rather breathlessly thanking her partner – a fellow she knew vaguely from Daingean –
         when she felt a tap on her shoulder. She turned around and found herself looking up into Michael O’Brien’s smiling, handsome
         face.
      

      
      ‘Would you care for a dance, Miss Flowers?’ he said lightly, taking her hand as though she had already agreed. Then he led her into the middle of the wooden platform as the band struck up a slow waltz. ‘I’d hoped we might get
         to dance a bit earlier,’ he told Kate as he slipped one hand around her slim waist.
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t say Brendan was in any hurry to leave the pub,’ Kate said ruefully, lifting her gaze upwards, and when her eyes
         met his, her heart quickened.
      

      
      He gave a slow smile as though he knew what she was feeling. ‘Ah well, that’s Brendan for you … but then you know him better
         than anyone I suppose, being his sister?’
      

      
      ‘I certainly do,’ Kate stated, with an edge to her voice, ‘and at times that’s to my misfortune.’

      
      He smiled again and gently squeezed her hand. ‘Ah, he’s not the worst.’

      
      And then, as he guided her into the dance and around the floor, Kate suddenly felt lighter and easier, and after a little
         while, she began to feel that maybe Brendan wasn’t the worst. Other couples joined them on the floor now and as they danced
         around they fell into a comfortable silence, enjoying the music and feeling the cool night air on their faces.
      

      
      Halfway through the dance Kate felt a little friendly dig in her back and she turned her head to see Sarah dancing past, smiling
         and rolling her eyes meaningfully in Michael O’Brien’s direction.
      

      
      ‘Who’s that?’ Michael said, laughing.

      
      ‘Sarah Daly,’ Kate replied, ‘one of the girls that I came with tonight. She’s one of the sisters that Brendan was going on
         about. The ones he was calling heifers.’
      

      
      ‘Oh …’ Michael said, nodding his head. He glanced back at the red-headed Sarah again and shrugged. ‘I don’t know what he was
         going on about, she looks nice enough to me.’
      

      
      ‘She is,’ Kate said, her dark curls bobbing up and down in emphasis. ‘There’s not a thing wrong with her or her sister.’ Then,
         just as she was about to tell Michael O’Brien just what she thought of her brother, she felt a hand grasp her roughly at the side of her waist. She turned sharply
         to find Brendan’s grinning, leering face looking into hers.
      

      
      ‘Gotcha!’ he said, roaring with laughter, ‘You were both looking fierce serious there for the minute – who were you givin’
         out about now?’
      

      
      ‘The big, stupid amada´n that lives in our house!’ Kate said smartly, slapping his hand away. Then she manoeuvred her partner
         around and led him off in the opposite direction well away from her brother. ‘That fella drives me mad like nobody else!’
         she said. ‘And he’s even worse when he’s had a drink.’
      

      
      ‘He’s a grand worker,’ Michael O’Brien said, ‘and easy to get along with on the boat. Better than most of the others. He’d
         always do you a good turn if he could.’
      

      
      Kate looked up at him now, just as the dance came to an end. ‘Good,’ she said in a quieter voice now. ‘I’m glad he’s all right
         out of the house, especially for Mammy’s sake. She’s always worrying about him.’
      

      
      ‘Brothers and sisters often have their differences,’ he went on now, still holding her in his arms. ‘But often, as they get
         older, they find it easier …’
      

      
      Kate nodded slowly. Then a thought suddenly struck her. ‘Does he complain badly about me?’

      
      The boatman smiled and shook his head. ‘Not at all – I’ve never heard him say a bad word about you or your mother. He only
         has the height of praise.’ He squeezed the top of her arms now in a mildly teasing gesture. ‘He told me that all the fellas
         from Ballygrace to Tullamore were after you, but that there was nobody good enough for you.’
      

      
      ‘You’re a real diplomat, I’ll say that for you,’ Kate said, laughing. He was staring at her again and she suddenly felt self-conscious,
         as though it looked as if she was hanging about – waiting for something. Waiting for him. ‘Oh, and thanks for the dance.’
         She eased out of his grip now, and made a very obvious gesture of scanning the crowds for her friends.
      

      
      ‘You’re not going already, are you?’ he said, reaching out to catch her hand in his. ‘I thought we might have a few more rounds
         of the floor.’
      

      
      Kate looked back at him and she could suddenly feel his blue eyes burning into hers. All traces of jocularity were gone out
         of them, replaced by a deep seriousness. Then, when his grip tightened on hers, she moved back towards him and, when his arms
         encircled her waist drawing her into him, her breathing quickened.
      

      
      The band struck up ‘Forget Me Not’ and she was suddenly being led around the wide wooden platform again, her blue skirt whirling
         around her and Michael O’Brien’s body very, very close to hers.
      

      
      This time they danced in silence – all thoughts of Brendan forgotten – their steps in perfect time with the music and with
         each other. And as she moved, Kate Flowers was wholly conscious of every single short breath she took.
      

      
      After a while his head gradually bent towards her and then she felt his smooth cheek come to rest against hers, and then she
         suddenly remembered the glimpse she had of him in the bedroom mirror earlier on that evening scraping the stubble from his
         face. Something deep in the pit of her stomach stirred and when he moved still closer to her she knew that he felt exactly
         the same.
      

      
      When that dance ended and the next – and they were still together – Kate knew that something momentous had walked into their
         house and into her life that day. Something that was meant to happen. Something that would change everything.
      

      
      And later, when all daylight had vanished and only the watery light from the fledgling new moon was left, Michael O’Brien
         leaned towards her and closed his eyes and kissed Kate Flowers full on the lips.
      

   
      
      
Chapter Four 


      
      Mary Flowers threw six dry, brittle pieces of black turf on the fire, dusted her hands together and then lifted her book from
         the mantelpiece. She sat back down in her comfortable armchair, which was well padded with an old quilt and two cushions,
         and in a few moments she was back with Cathy and Heathcliff in the tortured, romantic world of Wuthering Heights.
      

      
      As far back as she could remember, she had filled any empty hours with a book of some sort, but lately – since her illness
         – she had taken comfort in the romance of the books she had read as a girl. The romance she had dreamed of, that had never
         been part of her own life. The romance that had evaded her when she was married off at barely eighteen to an older man.
      

      
      Kate carefully lifted the latch on the wooden gate and came up the stone path to the cottage as quietly as she could. Then
         – very slowly – she turned her key in the lock.
      

      
      ‘Is that you, Kate?’ her mother called from the fireside, an eager tone in her voice.

      
      ‘It is,’ Kate replied, coming inside. ‘I was going quiet in case you might be in bed.’

      
      ‘Not a bit,’ Mary Flowers said, leaning forward with the poker to turn over a few larger pieces of the brightly burning turf.
         ‘I dozed for a while earlier, but I’ve been wide awake for a good hour or more.’ She looked up at the clock on the mantelpiece
         – it was going on for one o’clock. She made no censorial comment, because it wasn’t bad for a dance in Ballygrace – sometimes
         they went on until three or four in the morning. ‘How did you get on at the dance? Did you enjoy yourself?’ 
      

      
      ‘I’d a good enough night,’ Kate said, coming over to lay her bag and long blue gloves on the pine table she scrubbed several times a day.
      

      
      ‘And who did you come home with?’

      
      Kate smiled. ‘Michael O’Brien walked me back.’ Then, feeling her cheeks redden, she came across the stone floor to check the
         kettle by the side of the fire.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Kate!’ Mary Flowers exclaimed delightedly, her pale face lighting up. ‘Sure, I knew it! I knew well he liked you by the
         way he was looking at you.’
      

      
      Kate felt the side of the hot kettle. ‘Is it long boiled?’

      
      ‘Not ten minutes ago,’ he mother answered quickly, desperate for more information. She gestured towards the crane hook. ‘I
         kept the fire going so you could have a cup of tea when you came in.’
      

      
      Kate bent down to hang the kettle on the hook now and eased it back into the fire until it was directly over the hottest part.

      
      ‘He’s a lovely lad, isn’t he?’ Mary went on, her hands joined together. ‘And good-lookin’ – very good-lookin’! I can’t believe
         that Brendan brought such a grand fellow home with him.’
      

      
      Kate straightened up now and went over to sit on the chair at the other side of the fire. ‘He’s a very nice fellow,’ she agreed.
         Then her eyes lit up. ‘A very good guitar player and singer and a fine dancer. He joined in with the musicians near the end
         of the night for a few tunes. We had a great time.’ She felt her stomach tighten again as she remembered his strong arms around
         her and the way his warm mouth had felt on hers.
      

      
      ‘Did he ask to see you again?’

      
      Kate nodded, her raven curls bobbing up and down. ‘He asked me to go for a walk with him on Sunday afternoon. He has to take
         the boat down to the maltings in Banagher tomorrow morning, but he says he’ll be back late Sunday morning.’
      

      
      ‘Lovely! Why don’t you ask him to come for his dinner again?’

      
      Kate pursed her lips together in thought. ‘Is it not a bit too soon? I don’t want to give him the impression that I’m desperate
         …’
      

      
      ‘Do you like him, Kate?’ Mary said, her brow furrowed.

      
      ‘Sure, he’s grand.’

      
      ‘I mean do you … do you fancy him like?’
      

      
      Kate laughed now and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Mammy!’ she hissed. ‘That’s not the kind of question a mother should be asking her daughter.’
      

      
      ‘I’m only lookin’ out for you,’ Mary said, leaning across to pat Kate’s knee. She took a deep, slow breath. ‘You see … I don’t
         want you makin’ any mistakes – missing any chances. It’s not easy to find a good-looking, dependable young man, and the dark
         winters especially can be long and lonely out in the country.’ She paused again. ‘Especially if you pick the wrong one.’
      

      
      Kate stared at her mother now, a startled look in her eyes.

      
      Suddenly realising she had said too much, Mary Flowers lifted the poker and rattled it about amongst the hot embers. ‘I’ll
         get the fork and make us a bit of toast now.’
      

      
      The two women were laughing heartily at Kate’s description of an old farmer in Wellington boots covered in cow-dung who had
         asked every girl at the dance to get up on the floor with him.
      

      
      ‘I’m over forty years of age, and even I wouldn’t have danced with him!’ Mary Flowers said, giggling like a young girl.

      
      Then, as the gate latch sounded, their laughter came to an abrupt halt.

      
      ‘Brendan,’ Kate said in a low voice.
      

      
      ‘How was he?’ her mother said quickly. ‘Not too bad, I hope.’

      
      ‘Good enough form when I last saw him on the dance floor. He hadn’t hands enough, grabbing this one and that one.’
      

      
      The door opened. ‘What’s all this?’ Brendan Flowers greeted them, a distinct edge to his voice – the edge that told them once
         again he’d drunk too much. ‘What’s all the great hilarity about?’
      

      
      ‘Ah, just chat,’ Mary said, her eyes darting across to catch her daughter’s. The main objective now would be for them all
         to get to bed without any rows. ‘There’s fresh tea in the pot if you want a cup …’
      

      
      ‘I hope it wasn’t me ye were skittin’ and laughing about,’ Brendan said, coming into the middle of the room.

      
      ‘An’ what would we be laughing at you for?’ Kate said, trying to keep an even tone in her voice.

      
      ‘It wouldn’t be the first time,’ Brendan said, swaying as he took off his suit jacket.

      
      ‘Will I cut you a slice of cake to go with the tea?’ Mary asked, holding the teapot up.

      
      ‘Aw … go on,’ he said, as though he were doing her a great favour by agreeing.

      
      As she watched her brother weave his way into the middle of the room, Kate made the instant decision to take herself off to
         bed and well out of his way. ‘You can sit in here by the fire if you want,’ she said, standing up. ‘I’m heading off to bed.’
      

      
      ‘I see you and Mickey hit it off well,’ he said, sinking into the chair like a heavy sack of potatoes being deposited on the
         floor.
      

      
      Kate suddenly remembered what Michael O’Brien had said about her brother being one of the hardest workers he knew. Then it
         dawned on her that apart from being fairly jarred, Brendan was probably simply worn out after a long week on the barge and
         going straight into a night of drinking and dancing. ‘He’s a very nice lad,’ she said cautiously, not knowing which way he
         would turn now. There was no telling with him as his moods fluctuated.
      

      
      ‘Ah, he’s all right,’ Brendan said, scratching his head. He took a cup of tea from his mother, spilling a few drops on the
         stone floor as he did. Then he took the small plate from her with a thick slice of fruitcake – the cake she hoped would sweeten
         his temperament.
      

      
      Kate went into the bedroom and got her bottle of Anne French face milk and a piece of cotton wool. She poured a few drops
         of the runny white liquid on one side of the cotton wool and rubbed it over her face, then she turned it over to the clean
         side and did the same thing again. She knew she should go to bed and wait until the morning to hear what Brendan had to say
         about Michael O’Brien, until he was sober – but she couldn’t help herself. She wanted to hear what Michael thought of her
         now. She wanted to hear before she went to bed so she could lie awake for a while running through every bit of the night in her
         mind. She wanted to hear any compliments or nice things that he had to say about her.
      

      
      ‘I looked in at the barge on my way home,’ Brendan eventually said. ‘Just checkin’ that things were okay for them headin’
         off in the mornin’ …’
      

      
      ‘And were you talking to Michael?’ Mary Flowers asked now, almost as eager to hear about him as her daughter.

      
      Brendan took a good bite of the cake and then chewed it for a few moments. ‘We had a bit of an oul’ chat … about this and
         that. Nothin’ in particular. Although I did hear one bit of interestin’ information earlier on in the day …’
      

      
      ‘Oh?’ Mary said, raising her eyebrows.

      
      He took another bite of the fruitcake, then he looked over towards the open bedroom door. ‘Bad news for you, Kate,’ he said,
         raising his voice enough for her to hear him. ‘It seems he’s not a free man. Michael O’Brien has another girl in Tullamore. He’s more or less spoken for.’
      

      
      As she listened to his words, Kate felt as though a bucket of cold water had just been poured over her. Barefoot now, she
         walked across the bedroom floor and closed the door. Then she went back and sank down on her single bed, trying to take in
         all that her brother had said.
      

      
      She had been sure that something special had happened between her and Michael tonight. Surely she wasn’t that naïve and stupid
         that she had imagined his interest? Surely she hadn’t read something into the situation that wasn’t there?
      

      
      She could hear her mother asking Brendan questions about his workmate and she knew that in a few minutes she would come into
         the bedroom to try to console her – and it was the last thing that Kate wanted.
      

      
      It was quite obvious that she had been stupid and gullible and she felt bad enough without her mother picking over the bones
         of it. Silently, she took off the blue dress and her underclothes and pulled on her white cotton nightdress and got into bed.
      

   
      
      Chapter Five 

      
      Kate pinned the last pillowcase on the washing-line and then stepped back to check that all the items now blowing in the breeze
         were in the proper order – from the two large sheets – in decreasing size – down to two of Brendan’s white hankies. No matter
         how big a hurry she was in for her chores, she had this niggling little urge inside that made her try to do everything as
         perfectly as she could.
      

      
      She had been up since seven o’clock this morning, which was early for a Saturday. A night of tossing and turning and mulling over the situation with Michael O’Brien had left
         her unable to sleep properly, and now she could feel that she was not altogether firing on four cylinders.
      

      
      After organising boiled egg and brown soda bread, Kate realised that she didn’t feel at all like eating it, and she had taken
         her mother a tray into the bedroom with the breakfast she had made for herself.
      

      
      ‘You’re up very early, Kate,’ Mary had said, propping two feather pillows behind her to allow her to sit up and eat. ‘Are
         you all right?’ she’d added, studying her carefully. Her voice had dropped to just above a whisper. ‘Did Brendan upset you
         last night … what he said about Michael?’
      

      
      ‘I’m grand, Mammy,’ Kate had said, giving a bright, stiff smile. She’d bustled about, checking that her mother was sitting
         comfortably and in the right position to eat her breakfast.
      

      
      But Mary had not been fooled. She knew that Kate was putting on a show. It was rare that Kate made any comment on lads she
         met at dances or any she knew locally. The fact that she’d chattered away so easily about her evening with Brendan’s workmate,
         and how well they’d got on walking back to the cottage at night, told her that her daughter had finally met someone who she
         thought might be special.
      

      
      Kate had busied herself around the cottage, trying to keep her mind off Michael O’Brien, and as soon as her mother came out
         of the bedroom dressed for the day, she flew in past her to strip the bed. ‘It’s going to be another glorious day,’ Kate had
         called back to her, ‘so we might as well get the bedclothes out early. I’ll have them ironed and back on the bed by the afternoon.’
      

      
      ‘There’s no rush, Kate,’ Mary had said, her brows down. ‘And there’s a clean set of sheets and pillowcases for my bed in the
         press.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I have the water all boiled now in pots on the range,’ Kate had told her, coming back into the kitchen with a bundle
         of bedclothes. The determined look on her daughter’s face had told Mary that there was no point in arguing with her. She knew
         that Kate would rush about now from one household task to the next – keeping busy so that she didn’t have time to sit and
         mull over the situation.
      

      
      Watching her, Mary Flowers had felt a wave of guilt wash over her. She knew that a clever girl like Kate shouldn’t be wasting
         all her time on domestic jobs like this. There was a time when Kate had been full of ambitions to train as a nurse – even
         to travel over to England to stay with her Aunt Rose and do her nursing in the local hospital in Stockport. But all those
         dreams had come to a halt when Mary took ill with her nerves a few years back when she was going through the change of life.
         It was just after Brendan had started work on the boats and there was only the two females left in the house for most of the
         week.
      

      
      Mary wasn’t quite sure herself what had been wrong, but she had started to take these queer turns that left her heart racing,
         leaving her breathless and shaking and feeling that she might drop down to the ground in a dead faint at any time. One nightmare
         trip to Dublin on the train with Kate – to find an outfit for a neighbour’s wedding – had left her so frightened that she
         had not ventured that far ever since. The attack had started on the train going up and continued until they found a little
         tea-room in O’Connell Street. Eventually, Kate had insisted that they go into the bar of the Gresham Hotel and had almost
         to drag her mother inside as she felt it was much too posh and not at all ‘for the likes of us’.
      

      
      Kate had told her quite firmly that they were as well dressed as anybody else and that it looked much better for them to go
         into a nice hotel and be served a drink at the table than go into one of the men’s bars in a side-street. She had ordered her mother a large brandy – explaining to the understanding waiter that her mother wasn’t feeling too well
         – and thankfully it did the trick in calming her down.
      

      
      Afterwards, they walked to Clery’s Department Store where they found a nice suit for Mary for the wedding and then they’d
         had lunch in a plain but decent restaurant that they both felt at home in. They’d walked around the shops in O’Connell Street
         until Mary felt another strange turn coming on and then they’d hurried for the bus to take them back to Heuston Station for
         an earlier train than they’d planned. Before setting off on the train, Kate had insisted that her mother had another little
         brandy to help her get through the journey.
      

      
      The following day they went to see Dr Kelly who examined Mary thoroughly and told her that it was probably due to her coming
         up to the change of life, and reassured her that many women had similar symptoms that would eventually fade away as she got
         older.
      

      
      The funny turns had gradually decreased both in severity and in regularity, but it had taken nearly four years, during which
         time Kate had remained at home looking after her mother. By the time Mary had become more confident, she suddenly developed
         stomach problems which led to the gall bladder operation. All the while Kate remained in the small cottage with her mother,
         having taken over the majority of the household chores.
      

      
      Mary had looked at her daughter, wanting to go over to her and put her arms around her – but instinctively feeling that it
         might just be the wrong thing. It was such a pity that Michael O’Brien wasn’t free because it would be the answer to a prayer
         if Kate met a nice local lad and got married. Especially a lad that Brendan got on well with.
      

      
      But it didn’t look as if Michael O’Brien was the answer to anything, if he already had a girl waiting in the wings.
      

      
      Instead of comforting her daughter, Mary had got on with helping her to carry the smaller containers of boiling water over
         to the big stone sink where Kate would soak and then scrub the bed linen with a heavy bar of soap. She would then go through
         the gruelling procedure of rinsing the sheets several times in cold water before feeding them bit by sodden bit through the
         old heavy mangle.
      

      
      Brendan’s bedroom door had suddenly opened and he came out, tousle-headed and cross. ‘How’s a man supposed to sleep with all
         that racket going on?’ he said, rubbing his hands through his dark, wiry hair. Then he glanced down at the pile of washing
         on the stone floor and shook his head. ‘Oh no … not feckin’ scrubbing and cleaning at this hour of the mornin’ before I’ve
         even had a bite to eat? Not on a Saturday mornin’ when I’m looking for a bit of peace?’
      

      
      Mary had moved as quickly as she could and guided him over to one of the armchairs by the empty grate that Kate had cleaned
         out earlier on. ‘Sit over here and I’ll bring you a nice cup of tea and a bit of bread while I get the breakfast going for
         you,’ she said in a soothing tone. ‘The range is good and hot and it won’t take long getting a fry ready for you. Would you
         like three or four sausages?’ She moved over to the larder to get out the wrapped packages from the butcher’s shop.
      

      
      ‘Four,’ Brendan replied in a disgruntled fashion, ‘and whatever else you have goin’.’

      
      ‘I’ll do you a few nice crispy rashers and some black and white pudding,’ Mary said, smiling ingratiatingly at him. ‘How will
         that do you?’
      

      
      ‘Ah, go on,’ he said, suddenly smiling back as she knew he would. She knew how to get around the petulant little boy in him.
         ‘An’ I’ll have a couple of eggs and some fried bread while you’re at it.’
      

      
      Kate had continued steadfastly with her work, completely ignoring her brother’s moans and groans as her mother bustled happily
         around cutting lumps of butter into the frying pan in which she would fry his breakfast.
      

      
      Kate was well used to Brendan’s form on weekend mornings and knew he would come out of the foul mood as his hangover gradually
         disappeared, although privately she thought her mother was partly to blame for pandering to his bullish ways.
      

      
      As she looked at the washing swaying backwards and forwards on the line now, Kate wondered if her father could possibly have
         had a nature like Brendan’s, and whether her mother had got around his moods in the same way as she did with her son. It all
         seemed such a long time ago since he had been alive and part of the family and Kate couldn’t remember much about it. She could
         clearly recall her father being present on certain occasions like her first Holy Communion – but there were other memories
         that were very woolly and vague.
      

      
      All in all, she knew he was a quieter and easier man than Brendan, but then he’d been much older and wouldn’t have the bull-headed
         ways of a younger man. And he had never frightened her in any way – she would have remembered that.
      

      
      She couldn’t remember him ever running around or playing with them or anything like that, and he’d always seemed much older
         than any of her friends’ fathers. Old but kind, she decided.
      

      
      ‘What about a nice bit of fried bread with a couple of rashers, Kate?’ her mother suggested as she came back in from the garden.
         ‘You’ll need to have something before going into Tullamore this afternoon.’ She nodded at the hissing rashers in the large
         black frying pan. ‘It’s nearly ready, another couple of minutes or so.’
      

      
      Kate paused for a moment, considering the situation. She didn’t feel hungry at all, but she knew it was foolish to be cycling
         three or four miles and back again on an empty stomach. ‘You’re right, I suppose I should eat a bite now if I’m going to be gone a while,’ she said quietly.
      

      
      Brendan looked up from the table at his sister, a beaming smile on his face. ‘Would you be a good girl and pick me up an Independent while you’re in and a couple of pairs of the plain socks I like from Gayle’s shop?’
      

      
      Kate raised her eyes to the heavens. ‘You know I hate going into that shop,’ she sighed, sitting down at the table opposite
         her brother. ‘I can’t stand the fella that owns it.’
      

      
      ‘Oh Kate,’ her mother said, laughing, ‘you’re very hard to please. Sure, Oliver Gayle is a grand fella – he can’t do enough
         for you when you go into the shop.’ A faraway look came into her eyes – the kind of look Mary usually reserved for film stars
         and famous singers. ‘And he’s always immaculately dressed.’
      

      
      ‘So well he might be,’ Brendan scoffed, ‘an’ it’s us that’s payin’ for his fancy suits and ties with the prices that he charges.’

      
      ‘Ah, but he’s far nicer to serve you than any of the ones in the other men’s shops, and he’s a fine-looking fella as well,’
         Mary stated.
      

      
      ‘I don’t care how nice he is when he’s serving you, he’s still smarmy and he gives me the creeps,’ Kate said adamantly. She
         shook her dark curly head. ‘The minute a woman appears in the shop he’s all over them, and he’s always touching your hand
         and your arm and looking deep into your eyes.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, go on with you!’ Brendan laughed, leaning across the table to prod Kate’s arm. ‘You women are all the same – ye love
         it! Ye love it when a man gives ye a bit of attention.’
      

      
      Kate pulled her arm away, giving a loud sigh. ‘Well, you’d know all about that – you being such a ladies’ man from what I
         hear.’ And she just stopped herself from adding, And your friend’s not up to much either, stringing me along and telling me lies. 
      

      
      Brendan’s brows came down and his eyes darkened. ‘And what have you been hearin’ then? Who’s been blackguarding me?’

      
      Mary shot Kate a warning look, and then she busied herself putting the bacon and fried bread on a plate.

      
      ‘Well?’ Brendan demanded, looking from his sister to his mother. ‘Who’s been talking about me?’

      
      Kate moved over to the cupboard to get a knife and fork, considering whether she felt like an argy-bargy with her brother
         this morning. ‘Oh, forget it,’ she suddenly decided, ‘sure, I was only half-codding you.’
      

      
      He paused for a moment, thinking, then he shook his head. ‘You women are all the feckin’ same – ye say one thing and mean
         another. And it’s not fair – for us lads are left like eedjits trying to make sense of it all.’
      

      
      Mary came across to the table with Kate’s plate and a smaller plate with two extra sausages and crispy rashers, which she
         set down beside Brendan. ‘Eat that up now and it’ll do you good,’ she told him encouragingly. She looked at Kate behind Brendan’s
         back and rolled her eyes in exasperation. ‘Then maybe you should have another hour or two lying down. It’s a long, hard oul’
         week when you’re back on that barge.’
      

      
      Brendan speared one of the sausages with his fork. ‘True,’ he said in a more congenial tone. He liked to know the women appreciated
         him for his work efforts at least. ‘A few more hours wouldn’t do me any harm, and it might leave me fresher for the few hours
         out tonight.’
      

      
      Kate took a bite of her fried bread and wondered what girl Michael O’Brien would be seeing tonight. Presumably he had a girl
         in all the canal towns he passed through. Well, she thought, he needn’t waste his time stopping off to see me when he’s passing
         through Ballygrace again.
      

   
      
      
Chapter Six


      
      ‘Are you sure you’re up to walking all the way to the church, Mammy?’ Kate asked anxiously for the second time.

      
      ‘I’m positive,’ Mary Flowers said, checking that her hat was straight in the dressing-table mirror. She was dressed in her
         good blue Sunday outfit with her white hat and clutch bag and matching white sandals, and her sunny, almost back-to-her-old-self
         reflection gave her a small boost of confidence. ‘If we take it nice and easy and I lean on the bike I’ll be grand.’ She gestured
         towards the window. ‘And it’s a lovely summer’s morning, the fresh air will do me the world of good, not to mention being
         back inside the church. I’ve hated missing going regularly to Mass.’
      

      
      ‘We’ve plenty of time,’ Kate said, pulling on her white cotton gloves. She had her thick black hair loose over her shoulders
         topped with a straw hat that was adorned with a small bunch of cherries, which picked up the colour in her red gingham dress.
      

      
      ‘What about Brendan?’ Mary said in a low voice, looking at his closed bedroom door. ‘You know he can be funny at times if
         you don’t wait for him.’
      

      
      ‘We’re off!’ Kate called, guiding her mother towards the front door. ‘We’ll be walking slow if you want to catch up.’

      
      ‘On ye go,’ he called back in a mocking, sing-songy voice. ‘I’m well able to walk to Mass on my own. I don’t need to be chaperoned
         by you pair of beauties.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not chaperoning that fellow needs,’ Kate hissed in a low voice, ‘it’s more like stringing up!’

      
      ‘Oh, Kate,’ her mother gasped, lifting the latch, ‘you shouldn’t be saying things like that about your brother.’

      
      ‘What he doesn’t hear won’t harm him,’ Kate said, straightening her straw hat. ‘And if it wasn’t for upsetting you, I’d be quite happily saying it straight to his face.’
      

      
      ‘There’s a pair of ye in it,’ her mother laughed, trying to keep it light. ‘And there’s times when I think one’s nearly as
         bad as the other.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t!’ Kate told her mother as they went out the door. ‘I’d be stringing myself up if I thought I was remotely like Brendan.’

      
      The two women went around the side of the cottage to get their bikes, laughing and shaking their heads.

      
      ‘I’m doing not bad at all now, sure I’m not,’ Mary Flowers panted as they came around the corner to face the canal bridge
         at Ballygrace. ‘Only a few weeks ago I wouldn’t have been fit to walk even this length.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve done just grand,’ Kate reassured her. ‘And we’ll stop up at the bridge to give you a bit of a rest.’

      
      They walked on silently for a few minutes, wheeling the bikes as they went along. Then, when they came up the tow-path and
         rounded the corner of the bridge, they came to a standstill – Mary’s breath coming in short pants as she gripped the handlebars
         of her old bike. Kate leaned her own bike against the wide stone bridge and then came over to take her mother’s bike from
         her. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked anxiously.
      

      
      Mary nodded her head slowly without speaking as she endeavoured to catch her breath.

      
      They both stood for a while in companionable silence, Kate leaning on the bridge and looking down to the canal and then her
         gaze moved off over the water to the trees and fields beyond.
      

      
      ‘Have you decided what you’re going to do about Michael O’Brien?’ her mother suddenly asked, her voice more even.

      
      Kate turned to face her, shrugging. ‘Sure, what’s there to do?’ she said, attempting to sound light-hearted.

      
      ‘But you said you’d arranged to meet him this afternoon …’
      

      
      Kate felt her throat start to tighten. ‘Wouldn’t I be some class of a fool to be meeting up with him when he has another girl
         on the go?’ She turned towards her bike, fiddling about with the saddle-bag strap. ‘It doesn’t matter anyway. Sure, I hardly
         knew him at all. We’ve only known each other a couple of days.’
      

      
      ‘But there are times when it doesn’t take long to know someone,’ her mother said. ‘Sometimes you can just tell you’re going
         to get on.’
      

      
      Kate gave a little dismissive sigh. She went to the handlebars of the bike now. ‘Are you up to walking on yet?’

      
      Mary nodded her head and turned towards her own bike. She knew by Kate’s tone that the subject was now closed.

      
      When the Mass was finished, Kate and Mary Flowers emerged from the cool, dark church into the bright sunlight, blessing themselves
         with water from the holy water font on their way out.
      

      
      As they went out into the churchyard, several women from the village came towards them. ‘Mrs Flowers, we’re delighted to see
         you out and about,’ the oldest woman said. ‘And you’re looking more like your old self.’
      

      
      Mary beamed at them. ‘Thanks very much,’ she said, nodding her head. She gestured towards Kate. ‘I’ve been well looked after,
         so I have … better than any nurse.’
      

      
      ‘And aren’t you lucky?’ the woman said. ‘I hear she’s a great worker, she’ll have everything done for you.’

      
      Kate gave an embarrassed smile now, awkward at being the centre of attention. ‘The fine weather makes a difference,’ she said,
         looking up at the blue sky. ‘Everybody feels better.’ Then, suddenly, she was aware of a figure coming from the side door
         of the church straight towards her. She turned to look and when she saw who it was, her whole body stiffened.
      

      
      All the other women stopped talking and turned to see who had caught Kate’s attention. It was Michael O’Brien, smart in his
         dark Sunday suit trousers and white shirt and tie.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Kate,’ he said, smiling broadly at her. The confident look slid from his face when he saw the blank look on hers.
         He turned towards her mother now. ‘Mrs Flowers …’
      

      
      ‘Hello, Michael,’ Mary Flowers said, giving him the same beaming smile she had given the women. Although she was slightly
         anxious at how Kate was going to react, she instantly decided that their differences weren’t anything to do with her. She
         had enough on her plate keeping the peace between her son and daughter without getting involved in their romances. ‘Isn’t
         it a grand morning?’ She looked at the other women. ‘This is Michael O’Brien from Tullamore … he works on the boats with Brendan.’
      

      
      ‘How are ye all?’ he said, smiling politely at the women, then he turned towards Kate, lowering his voice. ‘The boat got back
         earlier this morning, and I thought I’d go to Mass in Ballygrace and catch you coming out …’ He moved a few feet away from
         the group, his eyes firmly fixed on her now.
      

      
      Kate looked back at him – feeling totally trapped – knowing her every move was being closely scrutinised by the group of chattering
         women. Not in a harmful way, because these particular women were pleasant enough, they would just be watching in the interested
         way that local village people habitually did.
      

      
      Wordlessly, she moved away from the group so that he had to follow her out towards the gate. ‘I didn’t expect to see you at
         all today,’ she said in a tight voice when they were out of earshot of her mother and the other women. ‘I thought you might have business in Tullamore or some other place.’
      

      
      His brow deepened. ‘But I thought we had arranged to meet up? I thought we said on Friday night that we might go for a walk
         out this afternoon …’
      

      
      A hot, angry feeling came over Kate, the sort of feeling that usually came over her when she was annoyed at her brother. A
         feeling that she usually squashed outside the house as she knew it didn’t show a good side of her. But on this occasion the
         anger was too strong to ignore. And anyway, she didn’t care about Michael O’Brien seeing her worst side now. ‘And how many
         other girls do you go for walks with?’ she said in a clipped tone. ‘By all accounts you have a particular girl in Tullamore.’
      

      
      He stared at her now, surprise stamped all over his face. Then he found his voice – albeit a quiet, defensive one. ‘And might
         I ask where you got that bit of information from?’
      

      
      ‘Where I got it from is none of your business,’ Kate retorted sharply. ‘But you needn’t think that you’ll be walking out with
         me in Ballygrace when you’re walking out with another girl in Tullamore.’
      

      
      ‘You’re wrong,’ he told her, ‘and whoever told you that can account for it to me. That’s not the way I would operate at all.’
         He shook his head. ‘Not at all.’
      

      
      Kate felt her throat tighten, suddenly doubting her earlier accusations.

      
      ‘Don’t tell me – I suppose it was my good workmate, Brendan?’ he said, raising his eyebrows and pursing his lips. ‘He’s the
         only one that knows either of us particularly well.’ When he saw the hesitation in Kate’s eyes, he knew he was on the right
         track. ‘Is he at this Mass?’ he said, looking around the busy churchyard.
      

      
      ‘He could be gone home by now,’ she said quietly, her gaze dropping to the ground.

      
      He reached out now and took her by the arm, scanning the crowds. ‘He can’t be gone too far.’ His grip was neither weak nor tight – but the look on his face was determined. ‘Come on,’ Michael O’Brien said in a low voice, ‘we’ll
         sort this business out immediately.’
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