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Praise for Going Back


‘An impressive debut from a skilled novelist who brings a breath of fresh air to the Irish publishing world. English is certainly a force to be reckoned with and may prove to be as formidable a player in the books market as she is in the broadcasting world’


Irish Independent


‘A thoroughly enjoyable novel about being young and in love and about life coming full circle. Rachael English paints a vivid portrait of what it was to be Irish in America in the 1980s and what it is to be Irish now. Witty and perceptive, she has a voice that is all her own’    Kathleen MacMahon


‘Hugely romantic and readable’    Irish Examiner


‘An impressive debut’    Irish World


‘English is a great writer and this is a fantastic debut’    Hot Press


‘A distinctive new voice in a clever, nuanced debut’


Irish Sunday Independent


‘Anyone who has wondered what life might have been like if they’d stayed together with a summer love will be charmed by [Rachael English’s] warm, heartfelt debut novel’    Irish Times


‘Assured and warm-hearted’ Mail on Sunday (Ireland)
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The Story Behind Going Back


Three or four years ago, I went for a drink with some college friends. As tends to be the way with these occasions, we lapsed into reminiscences about our teens and early twenties; when everybody was thin and idealistic and broke. The conversation turned to a summer spent working in Boston. Back in 1988, six of us had shared an apartment there. We must have spent four months without sleep because we all remembered life as an endless cycle of working and partying.


A few months previously, one of the group had had the opportunity to return to Boston. Superficially, a lot had changed. The diner where we ate most of our meals was now a McDonald’s. The dive bar where we drank was long since closed. Despite this, he was taken aback by how familiar the city felt. Without the help of a map, he found our old apartment. Even the smell of the underground was instantly recognisable.


Not that long afterwards, I found myself having another conversation about those times. ‘Is this like the last recession,’ a younger colleague wanted to know, ‘or were the 1980s different?’ The honest answer was, ‘Both of the above.’ While the facts – the endless job losses, the rise in emigration – were crushingly similar, Ireland didn’t feel the same. Like Elizabeth says at the start of the book, When old footage came on the television, even she was taken aback by how foreign the recent past appeared.




I began to think about how we remember people and places. I also found myself looking back to that summer in Boston. Anybody returning to a city where they had spent several eventful months would find memories being rekindled. But what if you had never stopped thinking about the significance of that time? What if you still wondered about the people you left behind? And what if you went a step further and decided to track them down?


Gradually, a story came to me: a story in two parts. The first part of the book centres on one summer, and on what it’s like – even for a short while – to step away from the expectations and constraints of others. The second part returns to these characters more than twenty years later when they’re asking questions about what they’ve done with their lives.


The two eras are, of course, linked by hard times, emigration and uncertainty. For me, though, these are a backdrop, not the main event. At its heart, Going Back is about two people from different worlds who make a connection, and about whether that connection can endure.











For Discussion






	•


	‘What hope have you if you don’t like where you’re from?’ Do you agree with Danny?






	•


	How does the author contrast the 1980s with today?






	•


	‘It was amazing how even young fellows as hapless as these found confidence and purpose when they went abroad.’ Why would that be?






	•


	‘At that age, you always looked forward to a night out. It didn’t matter how insecure you were, and as a student she’d been burdened with a thousand pointless insecurities, there was always possibility in the air.’ How far is Going Back about possibility?






	•


	‘As in most aspects of life, he considered it unwise to go stirring up unnecessary hassle.’ What does this tell us about Danny?






	•


	‘If a person can let you down in a small way, the chances are they’ll let you down in other ways too.’ Do you agree with Elizabeth? Does she really think this?






	•


	‘Thirty-six was the key age. If you were going to achieve anything meaningful, you would have done it by then.’ Do you agree with Donal?






	
•



	‘Danny didn’t reckon people ever changed that much.’ Is Danny right?






	•


	What should Elizabeth have done in 1988?






	•


	Is Danny ‘his own worst enemy’?
















In Conversation with Rachael English


QUESTION


Which character in Going Back is most like you?


ANSWER


Not surprisingly, I’m frequently asked if I’m Elizabeth. I did go to Boston in the summer of 1988, but my experience was rather less dramatic – and romantic – than hers. To be honest, there’s a little part of me in all of the characters, and I suspect this is true of many first-time novelists. While I wrote, I often found myself wondering what I would do or how I would feel in a particular situation. At the same time, one of the joys of writing fiction is that you get to walk in somebody else’s shoes. That’s why I enjoy writing from different points of view. When I was writing Going Back, I loved sitting down and trying to imagine myself as a restless twenty-three year old carpenter in 1980s Boston or a spirited archaeology student in contemporary Dublin.


QUESTION


‘When old footage came on the television, even she was taken aback by how foreign the recent past appeared.’ Do you feel this? Why should it be, do you think?


ANSWER


Yes, I’m with Elizabeth on this. For me, the late 1980s still feel fresh and close at hand. Yet when I look at pictures from those years, everything appears faded and old-fashioned. I remember, as a teenager, reading books set in the 1950s and ‘60s, and thinking of those decades as ancient history; as sepia-tinted; slightly comical, even. I was chastened to be told by a teenage reader of Going Back that she views the 1980s in the same way. In Elizabeth’s case, as her life has soured, she has retreated into her memories. When old news footage pops up on the television, it’s an unwelcome reminder of how much time has passed and how much her life has changed.


By the way, if you don’t remember the clothes and hair-styles of the late eighties, and you wonder what Elizabeth and Danny might have looked like, I would recommend going online and finding the video for the Bruce Spring-steen song ‘Tougher than the Rest’. It features lots of kissing couples, and provides a great snapshot of the era’s fashions. Also worth a look is the 1988 film, Working Girl with Harrison Ford, Melanie Griffith and a very young Alec Baldwin. From the huge hair to the stone-washed jeans, every crime against fashion is there. That’s how I picture Elizabeth and Danny!


QUESTION


‘He had an eager air, as though the world was full of possibility. Irish people never looked like that.’ Why was that do you think? Why did it change, if it has?


ANSWER


This is something else that has changed, and I think Elizabeth’s generation were at the centre of that change. In a way, Going Back is about three generations. Elizabeth’s parents, who have such a strong influence on her, grew up at a time when many Irish people’s expectations were very low indeed. They were told not to want too much from life or to ‘lose the run of themselves’. By the 1980s, young people were more self-confident, but ambition was still viewed with a degree of suspicion.


Fast forward twenty years to Janey’s generation, and you’ll find far more self-belief and far greater expectation. These are the youngsters who grew up during a time of plenty and learned to see the world as full of possibility.


There is a downside to this, as Donal points out in the second part of the book when he contrasts those who left school during the 1980s recession with those setting out into the world today. ‘But no one gave us any false hope,’ he says, ‘the kids today were dropped from a height.’


QUESTION


‘I always think of happiness more as something you appreciate in hindsight. You can’t be aware of it at the time.’ Do you share Elizabeth’s view? Why does she feel like this?


ANSWER


For me, this encapsulates the difference between Danny and Elizabeth. She views happiness as slightly dubious, something not to be paraded. Danny, on the other hand, has such a wonderful optimism about life that he’s determined to celebrate every happy moment, no matter how insignificant it might seem. I would like to think that as I’ve got older, I’ve become more like Danny.


QUESTION


‘I can never understand when people say “no regrets”. Can you? I mean, the arrogance of it.’ Do you agree?


ANSWER


To some extent, I do agree with Elizabeth. I get a little weary of the ‘no regrets’ mantra that seems to be everywhere these days. We live in a time when to admit to regrets is like admitting to failure: not the done thing. But isn’t it natural to have regrets about a decision you got wrong or a situation you mishandled? For example, I regret that it took me so long to start writing fiction, but this isn’t necessarily a bad thing. It makes me doubly determined not to waste the opportunity I have now. In Elizabeth’s case, I felt it was important that someone who has lived such a duplicitous life should say something so honest. It shows how scarred she is by her years of dishonesty.


QUESTION


How has the experience of writing a novel differed from your journalism?


ANSWER


Where do I start? The most obvious difference is that while I’ve been a journalist for a long time – almost twenty-five years – I’m a complete newcomer to novel-writing. I still get anxious about my work as a radio presenter, but I have a lot of experience to fall back on. When it comes to writing, I learn something new every day.


Another big difference is that news is ephemeral. You interview somebody for five or ten minutes and then move on. Every day is a new day. When you’re writing a novel, the characters are with you for months or years. You think about them constantly. By the time I finished Going Back it wouldn’t have surprised me to see Elizabeth and Danny – or even secondary characters like Vincent or Michelle – walking down the street.


The third significant difference is that daily radio programmes are very much a team pursuit whereas writing is a solitary activity.


Having said that, the two do have common characteristics. Both involve watching and listening to people, and they’re both about the decisions people make – or the decisions that are foisted upon them.


QUESTION


‘The older she got, the more confused she became.’ Do you share Elizabeth’s confusion?


ANSWER


Oh yes. In fact, I’m all in favour of a bit of confusion. I’m wary of too much certainty and of people who are always convinced that they’re right. You can’t blame Elizabeth for being confused. She tried to do the ‘right’ thing when she was a young woman, but this turned out to be an enormous mistake. Like Michelle says, if she had done what she actually wanted to do, rather than what she felt some idealised version of herself should do, her life would have been much better. Danny has the same sense of confusion about the world. As he puts it, ‘You get older . . . you feel like you should have more power, except you’re sure you actually have less.’


QUESTION


‘Elizabeth was standing at the kitchen door, inhaling her all-time favourite smell: rain falling on dry ground.’ Do you share Elizabeth’s choice of favourite?


ANSWER


I do. I share her fondness for the smell of cats’ heads too! Because our sense of smell is so closely linked to memory, there are quite a number of references to it in the book. In particular, I think of Elizabeth standing on the platform at Park Street station where she describes the smell as ‘mercilessly evocative’. I’m also fascinated by the way music triggers memories. Two songs in particular always make me think of my summer in Boston: Tracy Chapman’s ‘Fast Car’ and ‘Sweet Child o’ Mine’ by Guns and Roses. Every time I hear them I’m catapulted back to 1988 which is why I included them in the book.


QUESTION


‘When I was growing up,’ she said, ‘America was another world into which people escaped. You could be swallowed up by the enormity of the place, invent a whole new life. Now that difference is gone.’ How far is Going Back about escape?


ANSWER


It is about escape, but not specifically about escape from Ireland or home. I like to think of it as being about escape from the expectations and dictats of others. At twenty-one, Elizabeth enjoys a brief taste of this. So does Danny; apart from Regina, Elizabeth is the first person with whom he feels free to be himself. Unfortunately, she’s too young to appreciate what they’ve found. The other thing I wanted to capture is how much our lives have been changed by technology. In 1988, before mobile phones and the internet, it was easy to go to another country and live a completely different life. It’s now much harder to disappear.


QUESTION


‘She thought of her mum who always claimed that selling magazines to women under thirty should be banned. “You’ve nothing that needs improving,” she would say.’ Do you agree with Elizabeth?




ANSWER


I think she may be a little extreme here, but I do share some of her misgivings. In particular, I believe it’s a shame that so many young women feel the need to mess with their appearance. Twenty or thirty years ago, cosmetic surgery was for aging Hollywood actresses. Now it’s impossible to open a magazine without encountering a host of ads offering all sorts of ‘improvements’.


I also reckon that this one observation tells us a lot about Elizabeth, about how much she loves her daughters, and about how wistful she is for her own youth. For years she managed to shunt aside her regret and guilt about the decisions she made back in 1988, but she’s reached a point where this no longer works. Her parents have died, her husband has been having an affair with a younger woman, and for the first time she feels old.


When she looks at Janey and Stevie, she sees two beautiful young women and she hates the idea of them becoming neurotic about their looks. She wants them to appreciate how lovely they are. As she says to Janey, ‘Go out and enjoy your perfection.’











For Eamon













Prologue


Boston, Massachusetts, June 2011


Janey O’Hara threaded her way along Washington Street, past Macy’s, around the fast food carts and through the clusters of tourists at the Famine Memorial. She was behind time, but no matter. She would get there in the end. What was it her dad always said? There was no point in rushing to be late.


Janey had never intended to spend the summer in Boston. New York had been her choice, only her friends had made different plans. But with just four of them, they hadn’t been able to rent so much as a cupboard. That was how they’d ended up in a minuscule apartment with three other Irish people. Two bedrooms, seven sleeping bags and not a moment’s peace. She had called her mother in Dublin for a good moan and was sorry she’d bothered. When her mum heard they were living in Brighton, she’d started to laugh. Back in the dark ages when she had gone to America on a student visa, she’d lived only a few streets away from where Janey was staying now. She said that sleeping on the floor was good for the soul. Oh, and she warned her to watch out for the rat. Sometimes Janey worried about her mum.


It was funny to think that twenty-three years before, Elizabeth Kelly, as she was then, had lived in the same neighbourhood. She rarely spoke about Boston. If anyone asked, she gave a well-worn line: it was very pretty, almost everyone had an Irish relation, and people talked about money all the time. This made Janey smile. ‘Sure, that description fits half the cities in the world,’ she joked.


Following the rat phone call, however, her mum did e-mail a list of places she remembered. If you’re bored one day, she wrote, you can see where the old folks hung out. Mostly, the list was made up of bars with names like The Purple Shamrock and The Kinvara. The shop where she had worked was there too. Janey had only been in Boston for a few days when she went to look for Anderson’s Electrical. Up and down the street she’d traipsed for the best part of twenty minutes, before coming to the conclusion that her mother’s one-time workplace was now a discount clothes store. She had whipped out her phone and taken some photos all the same, to prove she had gone to the trouble. Her mum put great store by ‘going to the trouble’. It was up there with politeness and perseverance and all the other stuff she banged on about when she was in bad form.


Janey was on her way to the bar where her boyfriend worked, The Old Shillelagh Tavern. Aidan said she shouldn’t be taken in by the name; he reckoned the owner wouldn’t be able to find Ireland on a map. The mid-June sun was obscured by pale cloud, but there was a simmering warmth to the day that she had never experienced at home.


That night they were going to a motel to celebrate her birthday. Aidan, who had chosen the place, said it was fairly basic. She didn’t care how grotty it was, or what they had to pay, so long as there was no danger of an uninvited Irish head peering around the door. Plus, it sounded like such a grown-up, American thing to do.


She had been going out with Aidan McNamara for nearly a year, and she was mad about him. Stone mad, as he would say. He had lots of funny sayings. If she was being picky, he wasn’t the best-looking man on the planet. But he was so amiable. He was also incredibly clever, even if sometimes he hid it well. Aidan’s main talent was for living. When Janey was feeling stressed or down, ten minutes in his company and life felt like an adventure again. He was from Clare, and her friends called him Hawaii because of the way he greeted people. ‘How are ye going on,’ he’d say, his accent making the first three words sound like the fiftieth state.




When she reached the bar, he was sitting outside, his head stuck in a newspaper. The sports pages, no doubt. Starved of his usual ration of Irish sports, he was attempting to teach himself baseball.


He looked up and gave her his loopy grin. ‘At last,’ he said. ‘I was beginning to think you’d run away. I’ll have to go back inside in five minutes.’


‘It’s a good job you love me so much, then,’ said Janey as she leaned in and kissed him full on the lips. She had no time for any cheek-pecking nonsense. Then she sat down and manoeuvred her metal chair in beside his so they could have a really enthusiastic kiss. Daft as it might seem, there was more privacy out there on a city street than in their apartment. ‘How are the Red Sox doing?’ she asked.


‘OK . . . I think. I don’t know as I’ll ever get a handle on that game.’ Aidan turned over the paper. ‘Actually, for once I was reading the serious pages: a piece about two builders. Brothers.’


‘What sort of skulduggery have they been up to?’


‘Nah, it’s not one of those stories. The two of them bought a load of derelict ground close to where they grew up, and now they’re putting up a swanky development. They want to attract new people to the area. Rejuvenate it. Despite the economy and that.’


‘Pffft,’ she scoffed, ‘you can bet there’s plenty of cash in it for them. I’m sure they’re no better than the crowd at home.’


He squeezed her knee. ‘You’re a shocking cynic.’


Janey took a look at the article. Or rather, she looked at the accompanying picture. There was something familiar about one of the brothers. She could swear she’d come across him before. She was about to say as much to Aidan, but stopped herself in time. She would only sound like a fool.


‘So,’ she said, ‘I was talking to my mum.’ Her voice must have revealed her concerns because her boyfriend said nothing about the madness of ringing home when she’d only been talking to her mother a couple of days before, on her actual birthday. They were supposed to be saving money.


‘How was she?’


‘Doing her best to sound perky but making a poor job of it. I hope she’s OK.’ Janey ran a hand through her tangle of hair. ‘She’s going out tonight with her old college friends. The crowd she came here with.’


‘That’s good.’ He paused. ‘Isn’t it?’


‘Once she doesn’t get all maudlin about her lost youth.’


A couple of months back, Janey had gone hunting for photographs from the summer of 1988. There was a colossal box of photos in the spare room. Seriously, there was a time when she couldn’t get a new pair of socks without someone feeling the need to record the occasion. She had rummaged and sorted for most of the day without finding even one picture of America. She’d said as much the next time Michelle was there. Michelle Rooney was her mum’s best friend, and she had been in Boston too. They’d both muttered and clucked and said there weren’t any photos because back then no one had the money for a camera.


Janey had thought no more of it, until a week or so later she’d come home from college to find the pair of them in the kitchen poring over a wallet of photographs. Michelle had blushed before blurting out something about having forgotten they existed. The colour was off-kilter, and some of the shots were so blurred it was hard to be sure what was going on, but it looked like they were taken at a party. The rest of the Boston gang – Orla, Peter and Donal – were there, looking young and thin and drunk. The shame was that her mum was in just two of them. In one she was posing with Michelle. In the other she was with an unfamiliar dark-haired man. He had the air of an American; his shoulders were broad, his face tanned and his smile stretched from ear to ear, like a cartoon character. Janey had raised an eyebrow. ‘Where’d you find the handsome guy?’ she’d asked. ‘Him?’ Michelle had replied, Oh, he was just a lad who worked with Peter.’


It was almost too easy to say her mum looked beautiful. That’s what people always came out with when they looked at old photos. The thing was, it was true. Even the ridiculous mane of hair and the outsize plastic earrings weren’t enough to distract you from her face, and the way it glowed. Her expression was open and trusting, like nothing bad could happen. Janey hadn’t known what to say, so she’d smiled and made a comment about the big hair. How, she wondered, did her mother feel when she looked at the pictures? Was she a different person in those days? More optimistic? Less uptight? And if it had been such a happy time for her, why didn’t she like talking about it?


Then she chided herself for being unfair because there were times when her mum was brilliant – really entertaining and young. This was how it should be because she was younger than most of her friends’ parents. When life was good, she looked young too. And not in a phoney way like half of the women on their street. When she smiled, her face did move; her little nose scrunched up and her blue eyes spoke of devilment.


More often, though, she was all closed in and distracted. She looked as if crossness had been etched onto her face. Janey’s dad claimed she had little enough to be cross about. Maybe this wasn’t so true any more. After all, their marriage was hanging together by the flimsiest of threads. But the dark mood pre-dated her mother’s current woes. On top of this, there was her ‘too much perfection’ routine: going out of her way to take the burned dinner or the small dessert, and getting up excessively early to do mundane tasks that didn’t need doing at all. As much as Janey loved her mum, there were days when the martyr act was a bit of a pain.


‘Overcompensating,’ Janey liked to say, although her mother had such a straight and narrow life, it was impossible to imagine what she was overcompensating for. Aidan, as was his way, had concocted a silly story about her having a secret past. ‘Elizabeth – the wild years,’ he joked. Janey told him to get away with his old nonsense; she knew her mum and she knew this couldn’t be true.




Dublin, Ireland, June 2011


On the other side of the Atlantic, Elizabeth was giving herself a thorough talking to. She didn’t want to go out. She would prefer to stay at home and read, or have a long sleep between cold sheets. She stood beside the shower, rocking on her heels, telling herself she had no choice. An age had passed since her college crowd had last met up. Who could say when the five of them would be together again?


There was big news. Happy news. Her old friend, Donal, had called to say he was getting married. Elizabeth had told Janey but her daughter, seeing love and sex as the domain of the young, had made a noise that sounded something like eeew. It was the noise she usually reserved for when the cat left a dead mouse on the doorstep. Even though they lived in Oregon, Donal’s fiancée was from Boston, and that’s where the wedding was due to take place. ‘Promise me you’ll come,’ he’d said. ‘Just imagine the nostalgia of it all.’


Elizabeth knew it was wrong to envy her daughter, yet she felt a tight sensation in her chest when she thought about Janey in America. At that age, you always looked forward to a night out. It didn’t matter how insecure you were, and as a student she’d been burdened with a thousand pointless insecurities, there was always possibility in the air. There was time to grow into what you wanted to be. At least Janey knew her own mind. Elizabeth had pretended to be an adult when in reality she had bent to the will of others like a wisp of grass on a windy day.


Janey had sent her some photos of Winter Street, where Elizabeth had worked during her own student summer. From what she could tell, all of her landmarks were gone. She supposed this was to be expected. Look at what had happened to Ireland. Sometimes, she would be telling Janey a story about the 1980s, then realise she might as well be talking about the 1880s. It would make as much sense to her daughter.


When old footage came on the television, even she was taken aback by how foreign the recent past appeared. Back in the last recession, Dublin had looked faded, its streets filled with angular cars and thin people. Reluctant as she was to over-romanticise the past, Elizabeth did carry happy memories of those years. When she had first arrived in Dublin from Thurles, a shy and dutiful eighteen-year-old, the city had seemed crammed with excitement and promise.


To be honest, she found it hard to navigate her way around the incessant change of the past twenty-five years. The Ireland of her childhood had been a make-do-and-mend sort of place. Then, in the blink of an eye, the country was all boom and profligacy. Now the nation was so broke that her husband – an engineer, for God’s sake – was working in the Middle East.


Elizabeth looked at her watch. Seven o’clock already – she needed to pull herself together and get dressed. First she reached into the bathroom cabinet and plucked out her tablets. When she was calmed, most of her petty concerns abated. She no longer worried about whether she still had the knees for a short skirt or could remember the name of Donal’s bride. Her hair was in a bob now, so it wouldn’t take much drying.


Before he went away, Liam had told her that she was no longer twenty-five or even thirty-five, and it was time she lost the long hair. It made her look haggard, her husband had said. That one sentence had lingered at the back of her head ever since. On her bad days, up it would pop, and she would have to close her eyes to try and banish the memory. The strange thing was, she didn’t believe that Liam had meant to hurt her. Casual cruelties had become an ingrained part of their marriage.


Perhaps she was the one woman on the planet with no desire to go blond, but Elizabeth had never dyed her hair. It was the same pale brown as when she was twenty-one. These days there were a depressing number of greys, most of which she removed with a pair of tweezers. When she’d gone to have her hair lopped off, the stylist had oohed and aahed about how soft it was. ‘Virgin hair,’ she’d said, which had provided them both with a good giggle.


As she gave her knees one last check, Elizabeth thought about how she would explain the Liam situation to the others. An entire chemist’s shop of pills wouldn’t prevent her from fretting about that. Only Michelle knew the full story: that there’d been more to his departure than a shortage of work. Her husband had been having an affair. He claimed it was over, but spending some time apart felt like the easiest way of handling things.


It was a night, she reckoned, for keeping the focus on the rest of them. For remaining vague. When she was a girl you were taught not to whine and wail. It was drummed into you, like the county towns of Ireland or who was patron saint of what. Nowadays people saw things differently. Failure to go around sharing all the intimate details of your life meant you were repressed. Such an ugly word. Elizabeth gave a little shiver. She didn’t care what her friends said; she planned on sticking to what she knew. Besides, if she started talking, where would she stop?











One


June 1988
Boston













Chapter 1


Elizabeth rested her head against the side of the phone booth and exhaled. Her left eyelid twitched. It always did when she got flustered. She tried not to look at her flatmates, although they were pretty hard to miss. There the two of them were, a short distance down the street, pacing back and forth like even a moment’s rest would bring bad luck. Under the mid-afternoon sun, Peter O’Regan’s Ireland soccer jersey took on a synthetic gleam, and Donal Mulvihill’s spindly legs looked so pale they were practically blue. Behind them a row of brown and red apartment buildings shimmered in the heat.


She told herself that this was simple. All she had to do was keep the phone pressed to her ear and carry on talking. ‘I miss you so much,’ she said. ‘But I’ll be home in no time at all.’ She threw a quick glance in the lads’ direction. When they looked at her, they’d assume she was still chatting to her boyfriend. In actual fact, the line had been dead for five minutes or more. The problem was, the instant she ended her charade the two would come bounding over, desperate for information. Then they would see her damp eyes.


It was Peter and Donal who had decided she should ring Liam to get the result of the Ireland–England match. Donal said there was no point in him calling home because all the family would be in the pub watching the football on the big screen. Peter said he would do it, except his mother would want to know if he’d been to mass. But, they pointed out, if she made the call not only would they get the score, she could engage in some long-distance cooing.




‘Go on, Elizabeth, you know you want to,’ said Peter, his heavy-lidded brown eyes giving her an imploring look.


‘Oh, and we’ll need a match report,’ chimed in Donal. ‘We’ll want plenty of detail if the result is good. Not too much if it’s bad.’


‘Which it will be,’ added Peter.


She had teased them for a few minutes, reeling off lists of all the other things she had to do. They both knew she was only play-acting. Three years of friendship meant they were well aware of each other’s quirks and games.


The moment the quarters clunked down the chute, Elizabeth realised she had made a mistake. Somehow, Liam made ‘Ireland one, England nil’ sound like abject defeat, and ‘I miss you’ sound like an accusation. It was well for her, he said, and not in the jokey way he normally used the phrase. To be fair, his bad humour wasn’t directed solely at her. Three of his friends were actually in West Germany for Euro ’88. Thumbing lifts and sleeping rough and ringing at all hours from autobahn service stations to let him know what a wild time was being had. Poor Liam was at home in Tipperary, working through a rain-sodden summer. So she tiptoed around his ill-temper, assuring him it was work all the way in Boston with no time for going on the lash. But his words, and his tetchiness, stung. Before she knew it, there was a volley of pips, and he was gone.


Elizabeth was sure that if you asked anyone who knew her, they’d say it was a wonder she was in Boston at all. She wasn’t cut out to be an emigrant; she was too much of a home bird. She’d heard these lines a hundred times, especially from her mam and dad. She had assured them she’d be back in October. After all, this was 1988, not 1958. Going away for the summer was what students did. Her explanations fell on stony ground. In her parents’ world, when people went to America, they stayed in America.


Liam too had been perplexed. He could understand, he said, her university friends wanting to go. Now they were about to graduate, what had they to keep them in Ireland? There was little prospect of any of them getting a job. And it wouldn’t do them any harm to expand their horizons. ‘But you’re different,’ he said. ‘Surely you understand that?’ As he often pointed out, he had a steady job so she didn’t need to find work just yet. She could stay at college and become a teacher, like she’d always wanted. Did she not realise that everything was falling into place for her? That was something else everyone said about Elizabeth: she was lucky.


It had taken months of coaxing and cajoling – and just the teensiest bit of sulking – to get Liam onside, but now that she was in Boston he was getting awkward again.


She had hardly placed the phone back on the hook when Donal and Peter came darting towards her like greyhounds out of the traps. A well-upholstered couple with a little boy of two or three were forced to leap out of the way. The child began to wail. ‘Goddamn idiots,’ yelled the father. Elizabeth’s eyelid gave a robust twitch.


‘The face on you,’ said Donal. ‘I take it the news from Stuttgart isn’t good?’


‘How bad was it?’ added Peter.


She smiled at her friends’ downcast faces and put an arm around each of them. ‘Boys,’ she said, ‘I have a surprise.’


There were only five of them in the grimy, unfurnished apartment on Lantern Street. When Americans asked, Elizabeth liked to stress the ‘only’. She knew that sleeping ten to a room didn’t bother some people, but she couldn’t have handled living in one of those apartments where everybody tumbled out the door in the morning like towels spilling from an overstuffed cupboard. She had heard of one set-up where twenty-four Irish lads shared a house. You would swear there was a competition for the dirtiest, sweatiest living experience.


Their street was a stone’s throw from Boston University, and for the bulk of the year it was colonised by American students. During the summer months, the young Irish took over. For Elizabeth’s generation, spending a summer in the United States was as much a student rite of passage as getting drunk on cheap cider or having your electricity cut off. No doubt most of those who took the trip told their parents they were there to earn money. They probably told each other they were there for the adventure. But, if many were honest, what they were really doing was getting a sense of America, seeing if it was somewhere they could call home. In the trademark dark humour of the Irish, they were known as ‘trainee emigrants’.


In the late afternoon, the flat roof of the apartment block was cooled by a light breeze. Music from a transistor radio, its sound tinny and indistinct, drifted over from the next building. Elizabeth and Michelle had spread out their sleeping bags on the pitted concrete and were basking in the sun, the unfamiliar warmth tickling their skin. From where they were sitting, Elizabeth could follow the curve of Lantern Street as it meandered towards Commonwealth Avenue. Directly across from them was a three-storey, red-brick apartment building, the mirror image of their own. On the corner was a small grocery store, its windows festooned with scraps of paper advertising flat-shares, removal vans and second-hand textbooks.


Michelle and Elizabeth had become friends on their first day at university in Dublin. Elizabeth remembered sitting in the cavernous lecture theatre, part thrilled by the newness of it all, part terrified that she didn’t know a single person there. Imagine her joy, then, when the girl beside her – a vision of cool in a black mohair jumper and battered Doc Martens – had revealed that she felt exactly the same. The two had escaped to the canteen where they’d bonded over the shared experience of being the first in their family to go to college. Shortly afterwards, they had met Peter and Donal, and the four had decided to rent a house together.


‘And get this,’ Michelle was saying now, her dark curls appearing to bob in time with her voice, ‘the cereal was full of marshmallows – and some of them were in the shape of leprechauns.’


‘You’re making it up,’ replied Elizabeth as she fanned herself with the National Enquirer. Michelle worked in a supermarket and appeared to have brought home the entire news-stand.


‘I swear. I asked the woman if it was breakfast or dessert. She smiled at me, but no doubt she was thinking, “Where do they find these people?” Of course, I can’t say anything to the folks at work. I can’t say, “Listen, we have food at home, only it’s less imaginative,” because then they drone on about Ireland being the Third World.’ She looked at a grinning Elizabeth. ‘Don’t laugh, some of them genuinely believe that.’


‘Don’t I know. I must bring a box of that cereal home with me. I can see my dad’s face. He’s suspicious of anything more new-fangled than porridge.’


Elizabeth’s father was a one-man campaign against fripperies and self-indulgence. Syl Kelly had left school at fifteen to work in the sugar factory in Thurles, and he’d been there ever since. In his view, most modern youngsters were educated beyond their intelligence. He had been especially baffled to hear of one local lad who was going away to ‘find himself ’. ‘Finding a job would be more in his line,’ he’d said. At college, when trapped by the ramblings of one of her more pretentious classmates, Elizabeth had fantasised about bringing her dad up to Dublin and setting him loose. He would have been in his element, threatening them with snagging turnips and the like. Needless to say, she had never snagged a turnip, although she agreed with Syl’s old-style common sense more often than she would care to admit.


‘The two boys are going for a few drinks later,’ she said. ‘To celebrate the result. I don’t know as I’ve ever seen them so excited about a soccer match. Do you fancy going along?’


‘I was planning on writing a letter home.’ Michelle frowned. ‘They’ll get anxious if they don’t hear from me soon.’


‘Peter’s meeting some of the lads from work. You never know, you might be missing out on the love of your life.’ Peter was a labourer on a large construction site. Every evening, he came home moaning about the heat and the dust, but the pay was good and the social life was even better. He had already accumulated a considerable group of friends, most of them Irish.




‘Tuh,’ said Michelle. ‘If they’re friendly with Petie, you can guess what they’re like. It’ll be a bonus if they can lift their knuckles off the ground.’


Elizabeth lay back on her sleeping bag and laughed. ‘You’re a cruel woman. Will Orla be about? I’ve a feeling her standards aren’t quite so high.’


‘I heard that,’ said a flat Dublin voice.


Damn, thought Elizabeth, as she sat up again.


An instant later a blond head peeped over the parapet. ‘Actually, I have plans,’ Orla said. ‘One of the girls in the café has set me up with her brother.’


Elizabeth did her best to warm to the fifth flatmate, but some days this was hard. Orla Finnegan had endless self-belief and a scarily sharp tongue. Men flocked to her like birds after a plough.


Orla plonked herself beside them and stripped down to her pink underwear. Her green eyes fixed Elizabeth with a condescending stare. ‘Calm down, pet. We’re on our own up here. No men to distract or old women to offend.’


Elizabeth didn’t think that she’d done anything to prompt this jibe; it was just part of the game that Orla played. Everybody had to be pigeonholed, and Elizabeth’s place was as the prim, prudish flatmate. ‘You ought to be careful,’ she said, picking up her sun cream and offering the bottle. ‘You know how quickly we burn.’


Orla shook her head. ‘Answer me this, Elizabeth. Were you ever young?’


‘I don’t follow you,’ she replied, hating the nervous squeak that had replaced her normal voice.


‘You see, I have this feeling that you’ve always been a grownup. I can picture you at primary school with your solemn little face. Telling the rowdy boys they’d be sorry if they didn’t complete their jigsaws to the best of their ability.’


‘I went to an all-girls school,’ she said, immediately cringing at the silliness of her response. It was always the same. Give her a couple of minutes, and she’d think of something witty. In that instant, though, her brain was frozen. Strictly speaking Orla was Michelle’s friend. ‘There’s no real harm in the girl,’ she’d insist. Right then, as she braced herself for another onslaught, Elizabeth wasn’t so sure.


Orla was fixing her hair into a high ponytail. ‘You know what I was thinking? Before you go home and get shackled for good, you should have an adventure. With a big Boston man. Someone who’ll give you a bit of a rattle. And a few stories for the grandkids.’


‘Now, now,’ said Michelle, who usually intervened if the tormenting went too far. ‘Orla, why don’t you tell us about this fella you’re meeting tonight?’


Elizabeth stayed quiet. Best, she thought, to draw a veil over her boyfriend’s sulk. Further evidence of Liam’s unhappiness would only bolster her flatmates’ belief that some day soon she would pack up her belongings and head on home. They had cause to be sceptical. At college, she had spent most weekends back in Thurles, often disappearing on Thursday and not returning until Monday. During their previous two student summers, when her classmates had flitted off to England or Germany, she had stayed in Ireland. Throughout those autumns she had listened with envy to their tales from InterRailing trips through France and Italy and Yugoslavia: tales that grew taller with every telling.


This time, Elizabeth was determined to prove her friends wrong. She wanted to experience America. Not that she harboured any fanciful notions about seeing the Grand Canyon or Las Vegas or New Orleans. What she enjoyed were the small differences: groceries in brown paper bags and big traffic lights, steam rising up through pavement gratings and women wearing runners with business suits.


Plus, despite what Orla might think, Elizabeth craved another few months of being a make-believe adult, sitting up half the night talking about matters of no consequence and listening to Donal and Peter turn insulting each other into an art form. That seemed in every way preferable to real adulthood.




*


It had never occurred to Danny Esposito that he would miss his big brother. How could you miss someone whose life was dedicated to nagging and interfering? But now that Vincent had left, the grey and white clapboard house had all the atmosphere of a funeral home, and Danny felt too big and clumsy and loud. At that moment, he was doing his best to stay quiet. He padded across the porch, trying to avoid the creakier boards, hoping his mother wouldn’t wake.


The silence was punctured by the rasp of a familiar voice. ‘Is that you, Danny, love? I need a word.’ He winced before turning around; there would be no escape this evening.


‘Hey there, Mrs O’Connor, how are you doing?’ Bridie O’Connor and her husband, Mossy, lived next door. Despite the temperature, her grey hair was starched into position and her face meticulously painted.


‘I’m surviving, honey. I was thinking about your mom. Is she all right?’


‘Oh yeah, Mrs O, she’s fine.’


‘It’s just I haven’t seen her in a few days. And you know me, I have to be tormenting myself. I said it to Mossy, I hope Regina isn’t unwell again.’


‘Don’t you worry. It’s the weather. She doesn’t care for these temperatures, you know? Prefers to stay indoors.’ It was a fantastic evening, the sky a seamless blue. A cloud or two would have made it more interesting, but you couldn’t have everything.


Bridie sighed. ‘I’m the same myself. I said as much to Mossy. This heat will kill us all. Just you look at the damage it’s doing.’ She gestured towards the rhododendron bush at the edge of her neat, wooden porch, its blooms now brown and shrivelled.


Danny nodded. A conversation with Bridie was rarely a two-way process. When Mossy passed on, he was definitely heaven-bound.


‘You off out, love?’


‘Uh-huh. Grabbing a beer with the boys from work.’




‘Perhaps I’ll call in on your mom in a little bit.’


‘Ah.’ He paused. ‘There’s no need to go troubling yourself. She’ll tell you if she wants anything.’


Bridie pursed her already narrow lips. ‘Well, you know best. I suppose.’


The exodus from 19 Emerald Street had begun with Danny’s father. Seven years before, Dino had met a woman called Bellissa and, after years of part-time philandering, he’d decided that this was the real deal. In Danny’s view, his mom’s replacement was poorly named; the second Mrs Esposito appeared quiet and drab. There must, though, be more to her than met the eye because the old man was a changed character. When Danny was a kid, his dad’s temper could rip the skin off your back. These days he was the very definition of calm.


The rest of the family had taken the departure and remarriage badly. Danny liked to think he took a more balanced approach. If it wasn’t working, he reasoned, why continue to make each other unhappy? He had to admit the divorce had not brought any particular joy to his mother. His two sisters had left within a year of each other. Now his brother too was gone. Vincent and his girlfriend were renting the bottom apartment of a sagging triple-decker. The couple had moved just ten minutes away, but without Vincent the house no longer felt like home.


For a moment, Danny considered bringing the car, a twelve-year-old Ford Maverick with an unreliable temperament and a hacking cough. Lately, as often as not, he had ended up walking. Vincent, who acted like the car was a slur on the family’s honour, claimed it was a miracle that such a pile of garbage ever got on the road. Danny avoided the obvious retort; he drove what he could afford to drive.


Bridie O’Connor was becoming a nuisance. He was sure she meant well. Actually, on second thoughts, he wasn’t, but that was a worry for another day. His immediate concern was keeping her away from Ma. If there was one thing he knew about Regina, it was that she hated fuss. And Bridie was a mountain of fuss. Besides, what was it she wanted him to say? ‘To tell the truth, Mrs O, my mother is depressed as hell. She hasn’t been out of bed in three days. I could hold an orgy in the front room and she wouldn’t notice. Do come on in, though. And, while you’re at it, why don’t you invite the rest of the street?’ He could picture her face.


This was one of those days, and there were many, when Danny imagined he was treading water, waiting for his real life to come into view. A couple of nights back he’d said as much to his brother. They had been having a beer in a local bar, a squat brown-brick place with rusty grilles on the windows, when he’d tried to broach the subject. With Vincent you had to be careful how you phrased stuff because it didn’t take a lot to get his brother worked up. ‘Do you ever think,’ Danny had asked, ‘that there’s more to be had?’


Vincent had thought for about half a second. ‘More money? Every day of my life.’


‘You know that’s not what I mean.’


His brother had grunted and given him a look that suggested he wasn’t up for this conversation. ‘Sometimes, Dan,’ he’d said, ‘I don’t know where you get your ideas from. Or what’s going to become of you. Really I don’t.’











Chapter 2


‘Now remember,’ said Donal, as they approached the doorway of O’Mahoney’s bar, ‘say nothing. Stand back, smile at the nice man and follow me.’


Elizabeth was doing her best not to notice the carpet of broken glass and cigarette butts beneath their feet. ‘Is there any chance you’ll tell me what you’re doing?’


‘Not a hope,’ he said.


Donal was a man for stories and schemes. The more ludicrous the tale, the more outlandish the game, the more he liked it. At college, he had progressed well beyond the normal student pranks. Where some would take a traffic cone or two, Donal had stolen an entire set of traffic lights. Where most student houses possessed a bit of ‘borrowed’ crockery, Donal had acquired a diverse collection of bar stools and souvenirs. ‘I only take one item at a time,’ he’d say. ‘I wouldn’t want to be greedy.’ Occasionally, Peter would get worked up about one of his wilder wheezes – even Donal would concede that trying to raise a fox cub in the kitchen hadn’t been that smart – only everything was done in such high good humour, it was impossible to stay annoyed. Attempting to control Donal was like trying to herd cats.


His latest initiative was to try and get Elizabeth into a bar. The youngest of the five, she was still two weeks shy of her twenty-first birthday. Around their way, in Brighton and Allston, the door staff were wise to the full range of student tricks, making it impossible to get past the entrance, let alone have a drink. Over here in Dorchester, she was assured, people were less uptight about the licensing laws. Still, she was nervous about her chances, so Donal had decided to help.


With a flourish of his liquor licence, he loped towards the bouncer. After a minute or so of murmuring and head-shaking, he beckoned Elizabeth forward, put an arm loosely around her back and shepherded her inside. She turned back briefly and saw that the doorman was smiling.


‘You can tell me now,’ she said. ‘What was that all about?’


‘Oh, just having a laugh.’


‘Go on, what did you say to him?’


Donal ran a hand through his red hair which had been moulded into wiry tufts by the humidity. ‘I told him we got married a month ago, and that you were new to America. And I was worried you were a touch flighty, so I needed to keep an eye on you.’


‘You’re an awful chancer,’ she said, her head shaking in mock annoyance. ‘How do you come up with this rubbish?’


He gurgled with laughter. ‘It worked, didn’t it?’


One look at his silly face, and Elizabeth joined in. She went through phases of trying not to laugh too hard. Friends said her round blue eyes were her best feature. The problem, in her view, was with the rest of her face. It was so small that when she laughed or frowned it crinkled up. Even the slightest movement could change her face completely.


Over at the bar, Peter was talking to two men who she guessed were in their mid-twenties. One was definitely Irish. He had the build of a construction worker, a thatch of brown hair and a shiny red face, like he’d already got several beers on board. The second man was unmistakably American. It wasn’t so much his tan or dark hair that gave him away as how he held himself. He had an eager air, as though the world was full of possibility. Irish people never looked like that.


‘Folks,’ said Peter, as they reached where he was standing, ‘this is Brian Byrne from Bray. He’s over here for the last three years.’


‘Practically an American, so,’ said Donal, as the red-faced guy nodded in acknowledgement.




Peter tapped the second man on the shoulder. ‘And this is Danny Esposito. A real American.’


Danny smiled. ‘Sorry about the bar. It’s a bit of a dive, only Peter said someplace with a relaxed door policy would be best.’ His voice was pure Boston: deep and laid-back with hardly an ‘r’ to be heard.


‘No, man, you’re fine,’ said Donal. ‘I’ve seen far worse at home. It’s good to meet ye. We weren’t sure that Peter here,’ he gave his friend a playful clip around the ear, ‘was telling the truth when he claimed there were lads on the site who were willing to talk to him. Or worse, listen to him. Strangely, it seems to be true.’


O’Mahoney’s, Elizabeth reckoned, was the type of Irish bar you never saw in Ireland. On the far wall, there was a washed-out copy of the 1916 proclamation. Another poster urged support for a jailed IRA man. Like everything else, they were coloured by a thousand nights of grime and nicotine. The customers were a curious combination. For every group of elderly men with bulbous noses and Brylcreemed hair, there was a knot of tattooed youngsters in stonewashed denim. Most of them were transfixed by a baseball game on the television. The occasional yelp of ‘yeah’ indicated that the Red Sox were winning.


Beside her, the boys were dissecting events at Euro ’88. Peter, who could talk for a nation when it came to the significance of sports results, claimed that Ireland’s win was ‘about much more than football, you know’. Brian proposed toasts to Jack Charlton, Ray Houghton, Mick McCarthy, the little fellow who looked after the kit and anyone else who came to mind. Donal promised he would never again get worked up about the team, half of whom were the sons or grandsons of emigrants, not knowing the words of the national anthem. ‘They’re as Irish as we are,’ he said. ‘And that’s a fact.’


‘Boring, huh?’


It took Elizabeth a couple of seconds to realise that Danny was talking to her. She was consumed by her own thoughts and didn’t know what it was that might be boring.




‘I’m not so good with this soccer either,’ he said. ‘I mean, around here we have baseball and football and basketball and hockey. I’m not sure as we have room for much else.’


Slightly confused, Elizabeth shrugged. ‘Don’t mind me. I was . . . thinking.’


Danny put on a comic expression, like he was trying to figure out what was on her mind. He had interesting eyes: not fully blue, not quite grey. ‘You’re not having a good time in Boston, then?’


‘I didn’t say that.’


‘You didn’t have to. Why else would you look all miserable?’


She looped her wavy hair behind her ears. ‘I’m not miserable. It’s . . .’ She could hardly start telling this strange American man about Liam getting into a huff. ‘It’s one of my flatmates.’


‘What’s she been up to?’


Elizabeth wondered whether he was a bit weird. He certainly asked a lot of questions. ‘How do you know it’s a girl?’


‘Oh, just a little intuition.’ He tapped his forehead. ‘What did she do?’


‘Nothing really . . . but . . .’


‘It’s so bad you’re not going to tell me, huh?’


Feeling more rattled by the second, she decided she didn’t have much choice. ‘I know this probably sounds stupid, but I’m the target for all her jokes, and if I don’t laugh along I’m scared that people – even my real friends – will think I don’t have a sense of humour. Honestly, I’m beginning to think the girl lies awake at night thinking of new ways to make fun of me. It wasn’t so bad in Dublin, but out here she’s impossible to avoid.’ Elizabeth was about to continue when it struck her that this Danny guy must consider her an awful eejit. She raked a hand through her fringe. ‘I’m sorry. I’m acting like a fourteen-year-old. For all I know, you might have really bad stuff happening in your life and here am I—’


Thankfully, Danny intervened before her wittering got out of control. ‘That sounds like a big enough problem to me. How can I help?’




‘Short of banishing her from America, I’m not sure that you can.’


He smiled again, and she noticed how on one side his teeth were slightly crooked, like right at the back there might be a tooth too many. ‘Hmmm,’ he said. ‘I better have a word with the immigration guys. See if they can get working on her deportation. A girl like you can’t come to America and be unhappy.’


Crazy as it might sound, she got the sense that Danny knew exactly how corny his lines were, but was content to toss them out there anyway. She couldn’t help but smile. If the dreaded Orla was with her, there would be flirting galore. Or worse, Orla would make out that Elizabeth was interested in him. She was searching for a non-flirtatious way of asking what sort of girl she might be when Peter interrupted their conversation.


‘Elizabeth, you agree with Brian, don’t you? About London?’


‘I was telling the boys here,’ Brian from Bray explained, ‘how I went there after I left school. Worked on the buildings for more than a year. Couldn’t settle. You’d go up to Kilburn on a Saturday night, and it’d be all plastic pint glasses and pointless fights.’


‘I know just what you mean,’ she said. ‘My sister is nursing up that way. I went over to see her once, and it was unbelievable. We met these fellas from Thurles, and in Ireland they were regular young lads. Suddenly they’re in London and they have this overwhelming desire to watch show bands and act like it’s the 1950s.’


‘You get the other ones, mind,’ added Brian, ‘who don’t want to admit they’re Irish at all. They’re barely off the boat when they start going on about what a great woman Mrs Thatcher is.’


‘I know the men,’ said Donal. ‘There’s a fella at home. I’d say he was working in the Vauxhall plant in Luton for eighteen months, maximum. Then, didn’t his father die and he had to come back. Not only did he already have the English accent, he insisted on calling the parish priest “vicar” and the guard “constable”. Named his children Charles and Diana.’ He took a slug of his drink. ‘Which category will we fall into, do you think?’




‘Neither,’ said Peter, giving him a withering look, ‘because we’re going home.’


Brian said that after London he had returned to Wicklow where he’d spent six months on the dole, watching quiz shows and pretending to sleep. ‘I decided I’d go insane if I didn’t get on the move again. Luckily enough, I knew a fella over this way. Been here ever since.’


‘Three years,’ said Elizabeth. ‘When were you last in Ireland?’


Brian bristled, swallowed the last of his beer and signalled for another round. ‘Are you joking me? How could I go back? I’d never get into America again.’


Elizabeth silently cursed her stupidity. She had read often enough about the thousands of Irish people who lived in fear of the knock on the door, and one of her own cousins was working illegally in Queens. ‘I’m sorry, Brian. I was being really thick.’


‘You’re all right.’ He smiled, only when he spoke again there was a wistful undertow to his voice. ‘It’s odd, being cut off like this. It doesn’t matter if you hated the sight of Ireland on the day you left, it’s still home. I can’t say as I’d like to live there again. I’d just like the freedom to visit, you know?’


She fiddled with the hem of her red T-shirt, smoothing it between her thumb and index finger. For a few moments there was silence, and she tried to imagine what it must be like to be in Brian’s position. She wouldn’t be able to handle it, that’s for sure. She turned around to see what the American, Danny, made of their conversation, but he had drifted off. He was at the far end of the bar, chatting to a woman with DIY-blond hair and a tattooed ankle.


Peter sighed. ‘Makes you think.’


‘It does that,’ said Brian. ‘How long are you here now?’


‘Only three weeks,’ Elizabeth replied. ‘The visas last six months but I doubt any of us will stay that long.’ Actually, this wasn’t true. She didn’t plan on staying, and she knew that Peter was of like mind. But the others? Like Liam had said, there wasn’t much for them in Ireland.




Brian started on a fresh beer. ‘That’s what everyone comes out with, though, isn’t it? All the time I hear people saying, “Oh, I’m only here for a few months.” And then they get sucked in. I’m not saying this city is perfect, but you know what the great thing is? Nobody cares what you did before you got here. Or who you know, or where you went to school. They just want you to work.’


‘Sounds good to me,’ said Donal. ‘It’s like you can be whoever you want to be.’


‘Yeah, only what if you’re happy enough with life at home?’ asked Peter.


‘Happy enough with what?’ said Brian. ‘What are you going to do?’


Peter raised his shoulders as far as his ears. ‘Can’t say as I have any definite plans at the moment.’


Brian sucked hard on his cigarette. ‘You return to Dublin and you’ll end up like everybody else – sitting around arguing about which of you is the poorest. Listen, it doesn’t matter what you say now. When your visas are up, I can guarantee you won’t want to go back.’


Danny and Peter were taking a break from work, their backs to the wall, the sun dancing on their faces. In the near distance, a drill throbbed through concrete; a cement mixer clattered and whirred. Someone called Danny’s name, but he decided not to hear.


He blew a curl of smoke into the sky. ‘It was good to meet your room-mates the other night. You all seem pretty tight.’


‘Mmmm,’ Peter replied. ‘They’re not a bad bunch. Donal’s shocking clever. As mad as a ditch, though. I don’t know what’ll become of him.’


‘And the girl . . . Elizabeth, right?’


‘Yeah.’


Danny smiled. ‘What do I have to ask to get some proper information?’


‘You’re interested in Elizabeth?’




‘Jesus, man, you make it sound like I’m trying to score Mother Teresa. She’s a fine-looking girl.’


‘It’d probably be easier to get a result with Mother Teresa. Anyway, do I not remember you mentioning a girlfriend?’


‘I’ve kicked that into touch for a while. Cindy and her mom were starting to hear wedding bells.’


‘Ah, the dreaded mammy.’


‘Yeah. Time for a change, I think.’ Looking at Peter, Danny didn’t reckon the guy would understand his predicament. His mousy hair was cropped short on top and hung in spindly tails at the back. The heat had glued those tails to his neck. It was hard to imagine any mother seeing Peter as the answer to her prayers.


Peter squinted at him. ‘How old did you say you were?’


‘Twenty-three.’


‘Sure, that’s only two years older than me, and I’m just a child. You’ve years of freedom ahead of you yet.’


‘That’s the way I see it. Cindy’s on a different wavelength.’ She wasn’t alone. Everyone in his life, especially Vincent, was looking for him to settle down. He would have to be staring down the barrel of a gun before he’d admit as much, but Danny knew he was good-looking and he exploited his good fortune to the full. When life offered so much opportunity, only a fool would walk away too soon. Anyway, he had already fallen into line by getting this job, and by staying here. They were working on a regeneration scheme, giving a new lease of life to one of the city’s decrepit housing projects.


Danny wasn’t entirely sure why he was interested in this Elizabeth girl. Usually, he went for beauties, and she didn’t fall into that category. Adequately pretty was probably the best description. He could say he was attracted to her foreignness, except being from Ireland was hardly exotic. Not when you lived in Dorchester, and just about every face you saw was Irish. There was something different about her, though. Something that made him think, why not? Plus, unlike local girls, she didn’t come with strings attached.


Next to him, Peter was muttering something about the existence of a boyfriend. ‘Seriously,’ he was saying, ‘Elizabeth is well spoken for. Going out with a lad from home. Steady. The sort who could be steady for Ireland.’


‘As exciting as that, huh?’


‘Well, you never know what women will go for. Liam’s considered good-looking, I’m told. And he has a job. Engineer with the council. Played minor hurling for Tipperary too. He never made the senior panel, mind.’


‘You’ve lost me.’


‘It’s a big game at home – with sticks. I guess it’s kind of like being the top baseball player at school, but never getting the call from the Red Sox.’


That was more Danny’s language. He looked at his watch. Time to get back down to work. There were, he figured, another six or seven months in this job. Eight, tops. And after that? What he hadn’t told anyone was that he was thinking of travelling. Not for too long. A year or so, maybe. It was a shame no one in the family had been to Italy, to see where they came from. Never had the money, he supposed. As far as he knew, his mom’s family were from down south: Calabria. His dad’s folks he wasn’t so sure about. He had asked Vincent, except the reply – ‘wherever the low life hang out’ – wasn’t of much help. There were other places too, like Berlin. Now that was a city he would like to visit; it was hard to get your head around a place with a wall down the middle.


Of course, all the Irish people urged him to go to their country. He would love Ireland, they claimed. No disrespect to them, he didn’t see it being first on his list. It may look pretty but, man, did it sound dreary.


‘Irish, come on in here, wouldya?’


Elizabeth was resigned to a summer of being renamed. The culprit was her boss, Mike Anderson, the co-owner, co-manager and all-purpose dictator of Anderson’s Electrical in downtown Boston. Mike ran the store from a yellow-walled basement office. Elizabeth and her colleague Jackie worked in an adjoining room. They answered the phone, dealt with confused customers, placed orders and tolerated Mike’s temper.


‘For freak’s sake, Irish, what’s keeping you?’


‘Coming, Mike.’


Her feet rooted under the desk for her pink court shoes. Shoes located, shoulder pads rearranged and skirt smoothed down to a respectable level, she girded herself for the morning’s moan. Back home, Mike might have been nicknamed ‘O’Connell Bridge’, for he was as wide as he was long. He did, however, have surprisingly attractive brown eyes. There was a hint of joviality about them, like he’d once had fun but didn’t want to overdo it. His laugh reminded her of Ernie from Sesame Street.


As usual his desk was laden with paperwork. This morning, though, his attention was taken by some small print on the sports pages of the Boston Globe.


‘Shame your crowd couldn’t lick the Reds,’ he said.


The soccer. The night before Ireland had drawn one-all with the Soviet Union. If they won their next match, they would go through to the European semi-finals. Donal had called his brother in Leitrim to get the result. The brother said Ireland was driven demented with anticipation. The excitement had travelled as far as Lantern Street. Peter had stuck a makeshift Irish flag out the window, and Elizabeth was revelling in the team’s unlikely success. The two lads were trawling Boston’s Irish bars, trying to find somewhere to watch the next match live. If this didn’t work out, Orla and Michelle were clamouring to go to O’Mahoney’s. Elizabeth had surprised them with her positive description of Peter’s friends. Orla claimed that if she had noticed what they looked like, they must be movie-star quality.


‘It was a pity all right, Mike,’ she said. ‘Apparently, the USSR equalised with a few minutes to go. No shame in the result, though. Sure, there are hundreds of millions of them and hardly any of us.’


Her boss scowled. ‘And on a bad day it feels like every last freaking one of you is in Boston.’


Elizabeth waited to be dismissed.




‘Irish, as you’re here, what’s the story with the air conditioners? How are we doing?’


‘Sold out, as far as I know. The suppliers say nobody can cope with the demand. I gather it’s not normally this hot in June.’


‘That’s no freaking good. I have a whole floor of salesmen out there with no AC to sell. What’s the point in that? People don’t want new ovens or VCRs. They want colder air.’


Elizabeth had drawn up a list of the day’s jobs. At the top were two phone calls, neither of which she wanted to make. Both calls were to women who had expected air conditioners to be delivered today, and neither was going to be in luck. The others in the apartment knocked all sorts of fun out of Elizabeth’s job. As she said herself, she couldn’t recall having seen an air conditioner until three weeks before; now she was an expert. Despite Mike’s tricky temper, she was enjoying the work. Every day yielded new insights into America, and she got to speak to all sorts. Sometimes, when a customer rang to complain, they were thrown off-course by her accent. Where was she from, they’d want to know, and how was she finding Boston, and wasn’t the heat just unbelievable?


Mike would be appalled if he knew that Lantern Street was reliant on a half-hearted electric fan. It was also dingy and sticky, and fear persisted that a rat was lurking; intermittent scratching sounds could be heard from one of the kitchen cupboards. Donal, who claimed to know about wildlife, said there was no way a mouse would make all that noise. Their apartment had two poky bedrooms – one for the lads, one for the women – and at night they all collapsed in various states of exhaustion. That was something else Elizabeth had learnt: you can have a surprisingly sound night’s sleep on a wooden floor.
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