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  To Tommo – for all the hope.




  





  

    

      

        

          Thanks to the human heart by which we live,




          Thanks to its tenderness, its joys, and fears,




          To me the meanest flower that blows can give




          Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.




          William Wordsworth, extract from




          ‘Intimations of Immortality from




          Recollections of Early Childhood’


        


      


    


  




  





  PROLOGUE


  IRELAND, 1930




  The church was packed.




  Usually if we were late we sneaked in the back door and sat in the side pews, which were neutral ground. The front pews were where the big shots sat – the doctors, teachers, dignitaries

  and the wealthier local businesspeople. As successful shopkeepers, my husband John and I fell into the latter category, but we rarely took up our seats of privilege, opting instead to bury

  ourselves in the middle aisles among our country neighbours.




  This Sunday, with the distraction of my recent pregnancy, we went straight in the front door without thinking.




  The working men stood at the back, starched and sniffing in their Sunday suits. Their backs pressed against the wall so that the cream paint bore the shadow of their hair grease and their

  nicotine-stained fingers. John, a farmer, crossed himself at the holy-water font, his shoulders hunching with humility as he joined the line with his peers. I prickled with irritation as I realized

  I would either have to stand at the back or walk through the church alone to find a seat.




  My suit was a mauve two-piece I had collected just the day before from Fitzpatrick, the tailor, and I was wearing a fresh pair of stockings, straight from the packet, posted to me from Saks

  Fifth Avenue. My blouse and hat were a matching shade of navy, the hat a small trilby – the latest shape – and my hair beneath it curled into tidy waves.




  In such a get-up I would normally have strutted unbothered up the aisle to find a seat. I might even have rested myself, defiantly, at the front, next to the doctor’s wife, just to make a

  point. But that Sunday was different – the excitement and anxiety of being pregnant had unnerved me.




  I scanned the pews to find somebody I could sit with and spotted the red curls of Veronica, my shop assistant, at the end of a pew in the middle of the church. I squeezed in next to her, and as

  she made room she smiled at me. Her teeth were still terrible, I noted. Broken and yellow, and she was barely in her twenties. I promised myself I would talk to her about it during the week. Maybe

  arrange for her to see my dentist in Galway before Christmas and see if he couldn’t fix them up a bit. I hated it when the girls who worked for me had the look of poverty about them. I paid

  them well, but in Veronica’s case, working in the country shop, it didn’t follow through in her appearance. She was wearing the same drab old hand-me-down coat of her mother’s

  that I had seen a thousand Sundays before.




  I reached into my pocket book for my rosary beads and, with a small shock of panic, realized that I had left them at home, so I closed my gloved hands into fists so that I could substitute my

  fingers for them. It had become my habit over the past eight weeks that I would arrive at Mass early and say a decade to the Blessed Virgin for the health of the life inside me. The routine had

  become ruined by our lateness, and now aged Father Geraghty was already droning on in his monotone voice, distracting me. Veronica’s wet coat was pressed against my side and I became

  uncomfortable and agitated. Why was the stupid girl still wearing that old coat to Mass? As I tried to concentrate on praying, each Hail Mary became overshadowed by a list of clothes I had given to

  Veronica over the years: a primrose-coloured cotton dress, a red cardigan with black ribbon trimming, the green tweed coat I had worn on my trip home from America.




  The priest led the confessional and the crowd began to chant, but as I tried to stand up and join them, I became dizzy. I sat down again and, as I did, felt a terrible pain lift me up out of the

  pew. As my body doubled over, Veronica put her arm around me and helped me up the aisle.




  The blood poured down my stockings as I left the red trail of our newest child behind me on the church tiles.




  After a week the weeping stopped and gave way to an empty bleakness. It was the third baby I had lost. None of them big enough to bury. This last one had released itself in the

  bathroom of Father Geraghty’s house, the nearest place to the church, and then been discreetly disposed of by his housekeeper. There was no trace, no evidence that the small life had ever

  existed; no prayers said. The thread of life had been there, and now it was gone. Like a spent rose discarded from a vase – its beauty had been too brief, too transient to grieve for.




  I sat in bed and looked out on another dull day. The sky was grey and flat like a dirty sheet, making the green of the land seem to glow. Even in the driest summer, the green never faltered. In

  the winter, patches of life broke through the snow. John’s fields were rich and fertile; his wife a barren failure.




  Outside the window a dozen birds busied themselves among the branches of the laburnum tree, pecking frantically at the small bags of nuts I had hung for them. Among them was a bullying

  goldfinch, its elegant gold-and-black wings and painted face a signal to the ordinary brown tits that they were lesser creatures. Perhaps that was why God wouldn’t let me have a child. I was

  too proud, too grand for Him.




  John carried me in a breakfast tray. I had barely eaten since it happened. Even Maidy’s delicious brown bread crumbled into tasteless dust in my mouth and made me retch. I felt as if

  nothing belonged inside me except a child.




  I took a sip of coffee. It was bitter and I grimaced.




  ‘It’s burnt,’ I said ungratefully, pushing the tray back at him.




  I wanted John to leave me alone again. I could not bear to look at him. I had known this man all my life and I sensed the mourning behind his capable demeanour. His disappointment and grief were

  as clear to me as they were invisible to everybody else.




  ‘You have to eat something,’ he said, sitting down.




  I picked up a piece of bread and shoved it into my mouth, glaring at him angrily, hoping it would silence him. Like most countrymen, John was not given to revealing his emotions. I realized that

  was one of the rare occasions when he wanted to put his natural reserve aside. I tried to move out of the bed, but he was sitting in my way.




  ‘I wanted to say, Ellie . . .’




  He was looking at the floor, his feet square on the ground, his elbows resting on his knees, with his large hands dangling between them. The soft cotton of his collarless work-shirt stretched

  across his broad back as he hunched forward in an effort to get the words out.




  ‘I wanted to say, Ellie – that I don’t mind . . .’




  It was excruciating to watch him try to get the words out, so I helped him.




  ‘Don’t mind what, John?’




  ‘. . . that I don’t mind if we don’t have a baby.’




  I didn’t know what to make of it. John was longing for a child, I knew that.




  He lifted his head, turned to face me and took my hands in his, wrapping his warm, rough palms around my fingers until they were all but enveloped.




  ‘I love you, Ellie,’ he said, ‘and that’s enough for me.’
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  CHAPTER ONE





  It was spring. Wispy puffs of smoke released themselves from our chimney and hung in the still air. As I stood outside our cottage door I could smell the sharp tang of winter

  being smothered by a softer season. Half a dozen swallows swooped and swerved around the small apple trees I had planted eight years ago, and the daffodils with their sure stems and gaudy bonnets

  stood firm and glaring against the struggling sun, willing it to show itself.




  The sun had passed over the lake beyond our bottom field and turned it into a circle of dazzling light. It flickered as the blurred shadow of my husband, John, walked in front of it. He was on

  his way back to the house and, as he had been up half the night delivering lambs, was doubtless starving with the hunger. He was a good twenty minutes’ walk away, having to negotiate the

  rocky bog that separated our farm from the grazing land beyond. John was not yet forty, but he had the gait of a much older man. He was carrying something in his arms. I could not see what it was

  from that distance.




  I went back into the house and placed my recently acquired heavy iron pan on the range. The oven had been heating for an hour and, as I threw the sausages in, they started to sizzle right away.

  I got a warm feeling of gratitude at the ease and simplicity of my new contraption.




  I was thirty-four, back living in a house on my husband John’s family farm near the town where I grew up. Although electricity had come to Mayo, it had not stretched as far as our home,

  some seven miles from the nearest town. However, in the past few years John and I had modified the small cottage that he had inherited from his parents, adding three rooms to its original two and

  attaching every other modern convenience. We had a tank for collecting rainwater on our roof, and as a result enjoyed the luxury of running water. There was a Tilley lamp in every room, and two

  battery-operated radios that I had brought back from one of my regular trips to Dublin.




  I left the butter dish down on the bare wood of the table, with two mugs, knives and forks and the teapot. John liked to drink his tea from a tin mug, which he kept hot by the fire. The coarse

  skin of his hands worked as a protective leather from the hot metal, and I had picked up the habit from him and, dispensing with many of my fancy ideas about how one should sit at table, now joined

  him in his casual breakfast routine.




  We breakfasted like farmers, on bacon from our own pigs, which John still salted and cured himself in a small shed out the back of the house. We had sold all our own meat in our shop at the

  bottom of our lane – but since the electrification of Kilmoy it made more sense to sell the animals live to the local butcher, who kept the meat in fridges and sold it weeks after it had been

  slaughtered. He provided us with what we needed, but John still preferred to slaughter and butcher a pig himself for our table.




  ‘I’m afraid I’ll get soft,’ he said. ‘Farming isn’t what it used to be.’




  Marriage wasn’t what it used to be, either. When we first married I baked my own bread in a cast-iron stove on the fire. Now we bought white bread wholesale from a bakery that delivered

  every second day to our shop. Veronica, our shop-girl, sliced it on a machine I had shipped in from England.




  ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with a knife,’ John had said when I proudly served him his first slice from the delicate loaf. ‘It’s more like a communion wafer

  than bread,’ he complained.




  That was John – he liked things to stay the same, where I was all for mod cons to make life easier. He would have preferred to have less money and just farm himself for our table, and have

  me at home keeping the house tidy, baking and preparing the food he grew – as his parents Maidy and Paud, and their parents before them, had lived. I liked things to change all the time. He

  sometimes became frustrated with me always starting up new business ventures, adding modern features and building extensions to the house – but my husband understood my nature. He complained

  about me working so hard to build the business, and I complained about him being old-fashioned, but we were soft on each other nonetheless. The unspoken shadows of the children we didn’t have

  moved silently between us, their spirits floating through the unused nursery I had decorated during my last failed pregnancy, privately reminding us both that their presence would have changed

  everything.




  For all that, John and I were happy together. We had married for love, not land or money, like many of our neighbours. The feelings we had for each other as teenagers had deepened and grown in

  adulthood, and although the early years of our marriage had been blighted by poverty and war, and although the years since then had not seen us blessed with the child we longed for, our love for

  each other had held true.




  The sausages browned neatly in the pan and, as I had risen early, I had taken the extra hour to bake John a soda cake. I cut it into rough chunks, buttered it and arranged it on a plate, then

  filled a saucepan with water to heat on the stove for his shave. I had a freshly ironed shirt and corduroy trousers laid out for him on the bed, with a good Foxford wool jacket. As a working woman,

  I enjoyed the domestic routine of these early Sunday mornings: getting the house shipshape before dressing up for the day. Our neighbour Mary, Veronica’s mother, did all of the heavy

  housework for me, washing the floors, dusting and polishing the ornaments and trinkets in our drawing room, so that baking the occasional cake and tidying around the place was an indulgence for me,

  and not the dull hardship I had once found it to be. Today we had arranged to collect John’s recently widowed adoptive mother, Maidy, on our way back from Mass. His adoptive father Paud had

  died not six months earlier, and Maidy, a woman in her eighties, was now bereft. While she occasionally came to stay overnight, cooking for us and fussing over us as she did when we were children,

  she was still too fit a woman and too proud to move in with us.




  I heard John lift the latch on the front door and called out, ‘Take your boots off – the floor is freshly washed!’




  Why must he always come in through the front door of the house, I thought, on top of the good linoleum flooring, when there is a perfectly good door to the kitchen!




  ‘I’ve something for you,’ he shouted back.




  ‘We’ll miss the midday Mass, if you don’t get a move on.’




  ‘Hang on . . . hang on.’




  John stood in the doorway holding to his broad chest a bundle inside his jacket. His face was reddened with the exertion of the long walk home, the few grey hairs at his temples coarse against

  the black curls that were stuck with soft rain and sweat to his face. John had seemed tired lately, rising late and without his usual zest. He had taken to bathing in the house with water that had

  been heated on the stove, rather than outdoors in the yard from a bucket of fresh well-water – as had always been his way.




  The lambing season had been busy, with many late nights, and he clearly needed more help on the farm. Some of the local boys that he used to help him had taken seasonal jobs in England,

  potato-picking in Yorkshire most of them. When they returned the young men were put straight to work by their mothers on their own farms, building houses, fixing sheds – they had neither the

  time nor the need to work on another man’s land, even that of a popular figure like John Hogan, but it was too much for him, managing it all on his own.




  ‘There’s no need for you to work like this, John – we have enough money coming in, without you killing yourself.’




  When I spoke like that, he would rise even earlier the next day and come home looking more worn-out and tired than before, so I said nothing. John was a man of the land, and there was no arguing

  with him over it. Also, he was proud, like all men, and it didn’t do for me to be always reminding him that I was earning such a good keep.




  However, this morning his blue eyes shone wild with delight. He looked the same as he had done when I had first fallen in love with him at sixteen. Fresh and full of the heart of life, like the

  outdoors – a man made of earth and air.




  He held out the bundle for me to look inside. I peeled back the collars of his worn farming jacket, and inside was the face of a newborn lamb.




  ‘He wouldn’t stand like the others to suckle. I think he’s sick and I don’t know if he’ll last. He needs minding.’




  My first instinct was irritation. Bringing a farm animal into the house! Would John never grow up and get some sense? But I put away my annoyance and indulged him. It was too early in the day

  for a fight.




  The newborn’s eyes were still closed. I put my finger to its protruded mouth, and I was startled when it took the finger and started to suck.




  I let out a laugh, ‘He’s alive then!’




  ‘Will you mind him, Ellie?’




  John was smiling as if he knew I would. I looked back at him, arching my eyebrows inwards to let him know I knew what he was at. Playing the game of a cross wife to his laddish charms.




  ‘Give him here to me – and go and get me some milk. You’ve no sense, John Hogan – not one ounce.’




  I took the animal from him and sat with it on my lap, then peeled back the coarse fabric to look at it properly. Tiny and helpless, its skin was soft and pink, still hairless. I blew on its face

  and the newborn lazily opened its eyes – two black beads blinked up at me blindly. Its lips pouted for my finger again, ‘Hurry with that milk, John,’ and at the sound of my coarse

  voice its long legs started to buckle against me, then kicked at my thighs with its sharp hooves.




  I put the lamb down just as it started to stand.




  ‘Well now, there’s a miracle,’ John said as he came back in with the milk.




  As the lamb found his feet, it started to cry and staggered around the kitchen like a drunken man.




  I laughed as John chased around trying to catch it, eventually picking it up and taking its ankles together in a firm grip.




  ‘I’ll carry it back down to its mammy,’ he said. ‘Stick a couple of those sausages and a bit of that bread in my back pocket, like a good woman.’




  ‘Be back in time,’ I shouted after him, ‘or there’ll be murder!’




  He waved his free hand at me briefly, but even as I said them the stern words crumbled in my mouth.




  As I watched my husband and the rescued lamb disappear into the circle of sunshine that blistered off the lake, I felt the hollow darkness of my own womb calling.




  





  CHAPTER TWO





  It was Monday, the day after John had rescued the lamb. I rose at eight and was surprised to see him still in the bed beside me. The soft white sheets thrown back from his

  naked torso, the dark skin of his weathered face stopped in a low V above the whiteness of his broad chest, which rose and fell in long, slow breaths. Usually he was already on his way back from

  the far fields by the time I woke, and we would breakfast together before he drove me into Kilmoy. This morning he was in a deep sleep.




  As well as being tired of late, John had been slightly terse with me over small household matters, which was not his way. Usually I brushed such moods aside. John had encouraged me in all of my

  ventures, and put up with my unconventional outlook in a way that most men would not, or indeed could not, have tolerated. He hated me being away from him, but he was stoic and forgiving, so the

  odd outburst over sliced white bread or a repetitive meal neither surprised nor frightened me. Marriage had taught me that love was more substantial than the mere continuing of the yearnings of

  youth. Our ongoing passion was fuelled by everyday tolerance: the challenging dullness of knowing each other too well passed with fortitude and faith, so that when the brightness of first love

  renewed itself, in the comfort of tears after a loss, the warmth of a hand held at a graveside, the curve of a naked shoulder revealed with the breeze catching a summer dress, it burned brighter

  and with more arched desire than the innocent voracity of youth could allow.




  However, today I was irritated by his laziness. John transported me to and from our business premises in town every day, most of the time in our new Ford car, but sometimes he insisted on taking

  the old horse and cart so as not to draw attention to our wealth. We were rich by our neighbours’ standards, but we remained modest in our outlook – preferring not to take our places in

  the front pew at Mass, or show ourselves off with flashy trinkets and attitudes like other successful businesspeople in town. Our humility had paid off, as the ordinary people continued to see us

  as one of them, and supported us with their goodwill and custom. John said that wasn’t the point – we were ordinary people ourselves, he reminded me; country people.




  This morning I decided to take this change in our routine as an opportunity to do something different. I was more than capable of driving the car myself, although John insisted that it was not

  safe for me to be behind the wheel of a motorized vehicle on our small country roads.




  ‘It’s not you I’m worried about – the farmers around here aren’t used to cars. You could run into cattle on the road, or steer yourself easily into a ditch . .

  .’ His objections to me driving myself were, I suspected, more to do with his fear of my independence than fear for my safety. In any case, he didn’t like driving much himself. Aside

  from taking me to work and back, most of the time the dusty black Ford lay idle in the drive while John preferred to take the horse and cart on errands.




  So I dressed quickly and left him a note saying ‘Taken the car’ on the kitchen table, grabbing my moment of independence before he woke up.




  The car jerked, pushing me forward so that my head almost bashed off the thin steering wheel, my hands sliding off the tan leather. I got a firmer grip on it and wrenched it into first gear,

  then twisted the key, put my foot on the accelerator and sped out of the yard, barely scraping through the narrow gap in our drive, spitting up a cloud of dry mud and stones behind me.




  At the end of the lane I saw Veronica, strolling towards our shop.




  The one-storey building was built by John with the help of our neighbours on my return from America. For the first few years it was a real hit, with people coming from miles around for the

  unusual luxuries I provided them with – tinned fruits and spices, as well as fresh vegetables and meat from our own farm. Since electrification, however, business had dropped off and people

  were choosing to shop in Kilmoy. There were now one or two hackney cars operating in the area, so those people with money to spend on the more expensive imported items I had been offering were able

  to shop in the auspicious surroundings of the nearest town, especially as the competition had widened the pitiful selection of goods on offer when I first returned from New York. Now our country

  shop largely provided the poorer rural community with basics such as sugar and tea, and drew only a small, but respectable profit. I spent very little time there myself now, leaving it in the hands

  of my shop assistant, Veronica.




  Poor Veronica was not the brightest of girls, but the locals knew her and she was as much a part of the furniture there as the old oak counter and the stone flagging on the cold-room floor. Her

  unmarried mother Mary was my housekeeper, and the two women’s lives had improved immeasurably with my own support and John’s. As long as the shop paid their wages, I would keep the

  small business ticking over for them alone.




  Veronica looked so startled when she saw the car speeding towards her with me behind the wheel that she fell against a hedgerow. I steered it to a halt too close beside her, almost sweeping her

  skirts under the wheels.




  ‘Holy God!’ she cried out. ‘Sorry, Ma’am – you gave me a fright.’




  I had long since given up trying to get Veronica to call me Ellie, any more than I could persuade her into my smart hand-me-down clothes, or get her to learn to read. She could do as much

  counting as the shop needed, given that most of our customers were honest neighbours and left the price of everything in the tin box themselves.




  ‘Oh, here comes John.’




  A big smile spread across her face as I looked behind and saw my husband haring down the hill. Veronica loved John. Everybody did. He had a natural, easy way about him; acquiring from Maidy and

  Paud the gift for knowing how to be with people, it had carried him from childhood to adulthood, gathering a fond reputation that only increased with time. My parents had been reserved outsiders,

  and while I had rejected their rules and snobbery at a young age, some of their forced propriety was in my blood. I was sharper by nature, and friendships were formed slowly and with a degree of

  caution. Any ease I had with others came from having known John all my life and learning to emulate him somewhat. Although I worked hard, and tried to be as friendly and accommodating as I could be

  in business, I knew that my success in Kilmoy was nonetheless largely due to the fact that I was John Hogan’s wife.




  John gripped his trousers at the waist, his braces flapping at the hips, his shirt tails caught under his arms flying out behind him like wings. He hopped as he gathered speed, accommodating his

  bad leg.




  I got such a fright when I saw him coming towards me that I automatically turned the car key again and, as if I were making a ‘getaway’ in an American gangster film, stupidly put my

  foot on the accelerator, causing the car to jump forward again, hitting my head off the low roof and pushing the front of the car into the hedgerow, so that Veronica had to jump to one side to

  avoid me.




  ‘Where are you going, Ellie?’ he asked through the open window.




  ‘To Paris,’ I said. I had frightened myself, and was annoyed that he had thrown me with his sudden appearance. ‘To work – you fool. Where do you think I was

  going?’




  He opened the door.




  ‘Come on, Ellie, you can’t drive.’




  I had never liked being told what I could or could not do. Not by my parents, when they had refused to let me play with John as a child and I had been caught climbing a tree in his breeches; not

  by the rich socialite who had employed me as her lady’s maid in New York; or by the leering men in the Manhattan typing pool where I had worked subsequent to that; or by the bossy aul’

  bitches who judged and jeered at me when I returned to my ‘poor lame husband’ after the war.




  Most of all, I disliked being told what to do by John. Which is why, in his wisdom, he either bowed to my wishes or, at the very least, prefaced his requests of me with a polite pleading for my

  own welfare. That I didn’t prettify my own demands of him with the same please-and-thank-yous did not occur to me, certainly not in that moment. I was hotheaded, spoiled perhaps, but that was

  my entitlement as a modern woman. I didn’t smoke in public, or wear a feathered hat to Mass (as I would have liked to have done sometimes) for his benefit – but I was not going to be

  told by anyone to get out of a car that I had bought with my own money and had shipped by my own arrangement from England.




  ‘I can so drive.’




  ‘No,’ he said firmly, ‘you can’t. Look at Veronica, you nearly ran her over.’




  ‘Yes,’ the silly girl said brightly, pulling at the front of her dress coquettishly, as if I wasn’t there. ‘She nearly killed me.’




  I resisted reprimanding her. The child got away with saying the worst possible things on account of being somewhat simple, although in her dealings with my handsome husband John I sometimes

  suspected she was putting it on.




  ‘I am perfectly capable of driving, John.’ I nestled down into the driver’s seat to make my point. ‘I lived in New York, remember?’




  My assertion that I had picked up knowledge about driving through my sheer proximity to cars and traffic for a time in my twenties always amused John, which irritated me. But instead of fobbing

  me off, as he usually did, he opened the door of the car and got in beside me.




  ‘You can’t persuade me, John, I am determined to . . .’




  ‘Don’t go into town today, Ellie,’ he said.




  Although his voice was gentle, in the tone of a pleading request, I answered it as a demand.




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. It’s a Monday.’




  ‘I know,’ he said. John looked worried and tired. There were the beginnings of dark circles under his eyes. It was the first time I had truly noticed how drawn he looked. ‘Just

  take the day off. We could go for a walk . . .’




  ‘A walk?’




  My voice sounded cruel to my own ear and I realized I felt not irritated, but angry. John was trying to lure me away from who I had become – a successful businesswoman who spent her days

  away from the home. I needed to work, he knew that. I needed the distraction of other people, of being too busy. It was our unspoken agreement that I would not spend my days in the company of the

  ghosts of our unborn children. If that meant not spending my days with him, either, well then, that’s the way it had to be. The time for dwelling and wishing and grieving was behind us

  – behind me. I would not go back. I would not go for walks across the fields we had walked as children, and be reminded of what we did not have. I would not pick armfuls of bluebells from the

  woods, or search for rabbit holes, or cross streams in a single adult stride and search their dim banks for wild garlic, or sit with him quietly on top of a purple bog hill and look across his land

  and imagine. The small girl in the yellow pinafore for whom I had fancifully sewed four years ago, sitting by my fire ripe with joy and expectation, with a daisy chain trapped in her long, tangled

  curls; our baby son chasing after John, a stick for searching rabbits scraping his stout legs as he ran; John with an infant wrapped around his shoulders, pointing to the stars on a soft summer

  evening, with another clutching at my milky breast – those dreams had taken me over and had almost destroyed me. I could look at my husband and love him, and I could live in our house –

  I could even close the door of the nursery and forget what was behind it. But the land itself, the playground John and I had explored and enjoyed as children, was saturated in memories of what had

  been, and was a constant reminder of what would never be again. Nature itself reminded me of the unnatural lack in our coupling, renewing itself with every season – rebirth, growth, the

  seemingly eternal sturdiness of the trees we climbed. The trees I had hoped our own children would climb. I needed to work so that I could forget.




  ‘I’ll go for a walk with you, John,’ Veronica said, appearing at the window.




  ‘Go and open the shop up,’ I said crossly, ‘it’s near nine.’ As she stood gaping, waiting to be asked again, I shouted, ‘Go, girl!’ And she hurried down

  towards the low building in front of our lane. ‘I can’t take the day off, John – I have things to do.’




  ‘I know,’ he replied, but he didn’t move, just said again, ‘I’d like us to spend the day together today.’




  Whatever silly notion he had in his head, he could forget it.




  ‘Either drive me in, or I’ll drive myself, John – but it’s nine already and I’ve got to go.’




  He looked at me, and when he saw I wasn’t going to change my mind, his features hardened and he got out of the car, closing the door behind him.




  ‘Drive yourself into town so,’ he said.




  ‘I’ll be back early.’




  I kept my voice cheery and light, but I knew I had upset him. More than that, my refusal to take the day off had unsettled something in him. That’s the nature of love that I found hardest

  to fathom. The way it can endure the heat and fury of a big fight, and yet the small details – a sideways glance, an untimely comment – can throw it off balance and strike dread into

  the heart. I thought about changing my mind. He had never made that request so directly before. Perhaps he had something important to say? Whatever it was, I decided it could wait.




  ‘See you later?’




  John was already gone, his back to me, walking slowly up the lane towards the house. I turned the key in the ignition and lurched the car awkwardly into first gear.




  





  CHAPTER THREE





  On the drive in I felt badly at the way I had left things. My husband and I fell out with each other rarely, and almost always on the subject of my putting work before home.

  The day was bright and dry, an important detail, as I had no idea how to operate the windscreen wiper. It had been wrong of me to leave John alone, and in bad form, and the beauty of the sun

  filtering through the hedgerows and heavy trees, dappling the road in front of me with golden spots, was spoiled by guilt over my rejection of him.




  I brushed the thought aside, deciding that I would come home early and perhaps call in on Maidy and bring her back with me to stay with us for a few days. A few of Maidy’s big dinners

  would put him back in good form, surely, and the rhubarb patch at the back of the house was already bearing huge pink sticks of fruit. I didn’t have the time to harvest it myself, but my

  mother-in-law would surely pot up some of her delicious jam. I’d bring her up some crystallized ginger and a few bags of sugar from the shop and leave her to it.




  The fine weather and plans to restore bliss at home put me in a better mood. I had been right to put my foot down. John would soon come around to the way of me driving myself. It would leave his

  mornings freer, and it wasn’t the first time I had got my own way and been proven right. I had gone to America against his wishes soon after we got married, to earn the money to pay for his

  hip operation after he was shot in the war, and without which he might never have walked again. When he refused to join me there, I had come home. Eventually. Albeit cutting short a new life of

  adventure and freedom – but our love had been born again, and I had held the skills and attitudes of my time away to build us a wonderful, affluent life in Ireland. I had always believed that

  money was freedom, and the grinding poverty of our early years of marriage had taught me that. John disagreed with me, but we rarely argued the point, and although it had been almost ten years

  since I had come home, we never discussed my time away from him. The three years in New York had passed quickly, for me at least. Young as I was, I could have come home earlier, but became caught

  up in myself with the fashions of the time and dancing, and some small romance that had long since faded into insignificance against the comfortable mix of fire and home that John inspired in me.

  John didn’t ask about any indiscretions I might have committed during my time away from him, and I didn’t offer any. But sometimes I got the urge to ‘confess’ to him how I

  had almost got swept away by another man. John knew everything about me, had shared every memory of my childhood, every small detail of our lives together, except for those missing three years in

  America. I knew that any revelation would only disrupt the steady flow of our marriage, but there were times when I felt like clearing out the litter of my memories – sharing the attentions

  of other men with him, so that I could truly let them go; but also, and perhaps more darkly, let him realize all I had given up for him. All I could have been, if I had stayed in America; all he

  had lost, in refusing to leave his precious farm and join me there. In a cruel corner of my heart I still wanted him to see all that I was without him, so that he might love me even more, knowing

  that he almost lost me.




  I was fully satisfied in our love, but I always yearned for more. Ambition fuelled my success in business, but it was a failing in my marriage.




  I drove cautiously as I neared the town, heeding John’s warning about other cars; I concentrated on keeping the wheel firmly pointed at the centre of the road. By the time I got to the

  steep hill at the top of Kilmoy town, it was just after half-past nine and I was feeling rather pleased with myself. Although the weather was furiously changeable in this part of the country, it

  had stayed dry and the sun gave complement to the gentle thrum of our town coming to life.




  When I had returned from America ten years previously, Kilmoy had been recovering from the ravages of our Civil War and 600 years of oppressive British rule. It was a dead, grim, grey shell of a

  place compared with the excitement and glamour of the life I had briefly lived in New York. I had settled back into the town, revising my fashionable wardrobe and my new modern ideas, still holding

  on to enough of them to build a successful business and establish myself as a respected shopkeeper. My expectations had adjusted to fit back into the humbler lifestyle of an Irish countrywoman. In

  the last few years, it seemed, life in Kilmoy had raised itself up to meet me. Although we were still far behind England and America in terms of money, and our people were still emigrating in their

  droves, life was not as miserable as it had been when I left.




  Since the treaty had been signed, and the ensuing Civil War had burned itself out, our new leader Éamon de Valera had restored a pull-together order in the country of my birth, and

  everyone was making a special effort to recover. The houses and shops on the main street of Kilmoy had been painted and the streets paved. The grimy shop windows of our down-at-heel drapery and

  grocery shops were revamped and, on market day, the farmers who traded their livestock had even organized a rota of washing down the newly tarred road with buckets of soapy water, to clean them for

  the townspeople in the coming week. A new spirit of hope prevailed. The World War was over, and Ireland was free – our neighbours in the six counties of the North that were still under the

  control of the British were soon forgotten. Even John had left his politically passionate youth behind him to join in building de Valera’s respectable, peaceable new Ireland. The only

  reminder was his slight gait, the results of shot hips during his service in the Irish Republican Brotherhood.




  I drove down the steep hill (my hand cautiously holding the handbrake), past the low cottages on its edges and the grander two-storey homes closer to the town centre, finally parking the car in

  one sharp sweep on the paving in front of my premises.




  At the first signs that our town was on the brink of thriving, I had cashed in the dollars I had saved just before the Wall Street Crash and used them to buy this tall, narrow building. It had

  been rented to an old solicitor who had since died. The English landlords had left the building to turn derelict and were anxious to offload it, so I bought it for just a few pounds. John, a

  trained carpenter and handyman, renovated it in a matter of months (anxious as he always was not to be distracted from the business of his farm, he could be relied upon to complete my commissioned

  biddings quickly, if not without complaint!)




  I loved our country-cottage home, and the small building with the corrugated roof that still housed our first shop, but this smart building in town was a source of tremendous pride for me.




  The glossy navy door to the side of the shop-front had a brass plaque to its left on the smart grey plaster advertising ‘Hogan Ladies’ Secretarial Services and College’. The

  stairs were immediately inside the door, carpeted in a striking swirling red pattern – kind on the feet of the dozens of typists, students and customers who trooped up them every day.




  Secretarial skills were something I had brought back with me from America, and although the machines were relatively scarce when I had first returned, they had grown in popularity almost

  overnight when the Civil War had ended – and the typewritten letter was fast becoming an essential part of Irish business. I was almost instantly overwhelmed with requests of work, not just

  from local solicitors, but from all the businesspeople round about. Many of the poorer small farmers had missed out on their schooling, and our service offered them the opportunity to write letters

  without the embarrassment of highlighting that they could neither read nor write. Within weeks of opening the school good families from all over the county, and neighbouring ones, were signing up

  their daughters to learn these essential new modern skills, without having to go to the bother or expense of sending them to Dublin. Many families in the town were taking my students as paid

  boarders, and this, in turn, had turned me into something of a heroine amongst the local women, who had once disliked me for the ambitions I had brought back with me from America.




  As I opened the door, I could hear the clacking of typewriter keys that always caused a tingle of nostalgic joy in my fingertips. The sound of a busy office brought me to New York, much as the

  smell of freshly burning turf reminded me I was in Ireland; to experience the two of them together always gave me a stab of pure happiness. Katherine Murphy came bounding down the stairs to greet

  me, her ear tuned to the subtle sound of the opening door beyond the clamour of the typing pool. Katherine was my right-hand woman, an exceptionally bright and capable person in her mid-thirties,

  who managed and tutored the students. She was wearing her usual ensemble: a long dirndl skirt in Foxford tweed, sensible cream cotton blouse, heavy stockings and a pair of flat, manly brogues.




  ‘Morning, Ellie – all under control here.’




  They were her first words to me every morning, a brightly conveyed invitation to go away and let her continue her work in peace. I paid Katherine well, and she was worth every darn penny, not

  only for her reliable work practice and skills in managing flighty young girls, but for her loyalty to the job. Despite the fact that she had natural attributes, glossy hair and a broad, friendly

  smile, Katherine kept her appearance dowdy and her manner abrupt so as not to attract attention from the opposite sex. She was not even within a whiff of finding a husband, but I recognized that it

  was best to leave a woman like that well alone, and resisted the urge to offend her with offers to glamorize her.




  I liked Katherine as she was and, my mind having been opened in New York, readily accepted her somewhat masculine manners for what I believed they represented. In any case, romance and marriage

  were the death-knell of my business, especially with de Valera’s law that women give up work and keep house after they get married. The country needed the women to keep the home-fires

  burning, for the country to get back on its feet, he claimed. Yet who was going to do the typing, and run the shops and hair salons, I frequently argued with John? My husband would look at me

  sideways and say nothing. The Taoiseach’s manifesto of an old-fashioned Ireland with comely maidens baking bread in whitewashed cottages was John’s dream for us. He would not fight me

  over it, particularly as it was understood between us that my love of work was only a poor replacement for our not having a child. There were times when I was guiltily glad to have my sorry

  condition to excuse my hunger for business, my greed for success.




  Directly above the typing school the top floor of the house was a one-bedroomed apartment where I sometimes worked late and caught up on our paperwork. On the rare occasion that we stayed in

  town, John would meet his farming friends in the pub and join me later, when we would eat a meal together, then fall into bed exhausted and make love to the sounds of the townspeople bustling

  outside. The apartment was indulgently decorated, the walls covered with the finest damask paper, with good mahogany furniture, delicate china and embroidered linens I had inherited from my mother.

  I had made us a cosy nest there, trying to lure my husband into town life. Move him to where the action was. Distract him with the luxury of light switches and hot running water. He indulged me by

  staying there for perhaps two, sometimes three nights a month, but tonight would not be one of those nights, I thought wistfully.




  ‘Are you coming up?’ Katherine asked.




  ‘No, just popping my head in to see if you’re okay? I’m gonna check out the salon.’




  ‘Rightio. See ya later.’




  Katherine had trained in England and I in America, and we often spoke in colloquialisms to remind ourselves that there was more to us than the parochial constricts of our small surroundings.

  Kilmoy was officially a town, although it was, in truth, no more than a village by English or American standards. Placed in the heart of sprawling County Mayo, it was too far from the sea to be

  truly scenic, and too far from anywhere else to be of much interest to anyone living outside it. With little experience of life outside its one trading street and the farming townlands around about

  it, its inhabitants looked to studying each other’s lives for entertainment.




  On the ground floor of my building was an old shop-front where I had started the hair-salon business just a few months beforehand. We had already taken delivery of the first permanent-wave

  machine in our county, and within days there had been women queuing up for the wooden chairs against the green tiled wall. News travelled fast in Kilmoy, and from the first day we opened our doors

  I knew this risky venture was going to be a success.




  ‘Morning, Ellie. Good night?’




  Pauline had opened up the shop and was setting up the perm machine – a metal Medusa, with twenty coiled springs protruding from a wide head-height centre, lobster-like claws clenched

  treacherously at the end of each one. These opened onto the curlers, which were then doused in a foul egg-smelling liquid, the claws gripping them then setting the curls into place by means of the

  miraculous feat of electricity. It was as dangerous as any medical operation that I knew, but Pauline moved around the metal beast with deft confidence, her chubby fingers with the pointed red

  nails pulling the silver snakes into neat curves.




  Pauline was a rather plump, vivacious English girl who had a broad north-of-England accent and wore far too much rouge. She had come to Ireland chasing after a handsome local lad whom she had

  met and fallen in love with while he was working over in Yorkshire. After four days’ travelling, hitching lifts to the boat in Holyhead, then down from Dublin, engaging in God knows what kind

  of adventures en route, she arrived in Kilmoy, only to discover that young Rory Gallagher was already married with a child on the way. I found her crying on the street, her gaudy appearance

  disintegrating in the rain.




  Having been an outsider myself, both in my own town and then in New York, I took the waif home and fed her, giving her a bed for the night. A trained hairdresser, Pauline repaid me by refreshing

  the fashionable bobbed haircut that I had been maintaining myself (rather badly) for years. The idea of the hair salon came to me then, and as she did not want to return to England (having stolen

  the money from her hard-working parents’ savings to pay for her boat passage), I opened the salon in her name – and had the local signwriter boldly paint ‘Pauline’s English

  Hair Salon’ above the door. My shocking rebellion in marketing Pauline as a daughter of our former oppressors worked in so far as – whatever else one said about the English – they

  knew how to beautify themselves better than us poor Irish.




  ‘Not bad, Pauline, thanks. Quiet.’




  My wildest night could not, I suspect, compete with Pauline’s soberest midweek flings. She was out on the town with a different local lad every evening, and had quickly gained a reputation

  as quite the popular party girl, determined to show Rory what he was missing, while the poor lad was still trying to appease and reassure his young wife. I was lucky that the hunger for a neat

  hairstyle in most of the local women outran their horror at her promiscuous behaviour. I wished she would cool herself down, but there was little point trying to explain the presiding Catholic

  outlook in rural Ireland to this young, godless Englishwoman.




  The perming process took some time – up to two hours – and we only had one machine, so I had a small chaise of my mother’s by the door, and a pile of fashion magazines for

  customers to flick through. I picked up the latest copy of Vanity Fair magazine and rifled through it. I had been so busy with the salon that I had not got around to reading it. I still

  wrote to my old school friend Sheila, with whom I had been in service. She had married a wealthy businessman of good stock, and in every letter pleaded with me to come over and visit her:

  ‘Alex has become so boring, Ellie – tediously bourgeois in his attitudes. I long for your company and the fun we used to have.’ Sheila always sent me a copy of the American

  magazine, and I loved to keep up to date with the comings and goings of New York society, indulging in the fantasy that I might see news of some of the people I knew from my time over there.

  Vanity Fair sometimes promoted the Ocean Liner in the small advertisements near the back. I vaguely noted them every time, and had kept my passport and papers up to date, out of a

  kind of wilful sentimentality. I knew I would never travel to America again. John would not entertain the idea of travelling abroad, and the subject of my going alone would have been too fraught

  with the memory of how I had left him before. I could live without America, but I couldn’t live without John. That was the choice I had made ten years ago when I returned to my husband in

  Kilmoy. I had known then that it was an irreversible decision, so I just nursed my occasional dream and made sure it never grew large enough to make me bitter or to fill me with longing.




  The real truth of my return from New York was that I had left someone behind there, too. I had fallen in love in America. John didn’t know that, although I sometimes thought he must have

  suspected as much, but he was sensible enough never to ask me directly. I had been so young, so impressionable, and it was no surprise that my head had been turned. Charles was young and handsome,

  like John, but as the son of a shipping magnate he was wealthy, too. He had asked me to marry him, but before I had the chance to make up my mind, the decision to return to Ireland had been made

  for me by my father’s death. When I arrived back in Ireland, that old love – for home, for John – took hold, and America, Charles and all they had both meant to me became as vague

  as a photograph.




  Although sometimes – on mulchy rainy days when I was feeding the hens, or cleaning the cow dung off the front step, or John came in looking for his dinner and my hands were sore from

  peeling spuds – when my spirit deflated with the ordinary drudgery of everyday, married life, I would call to mind my old lover and allow myself to remember Charles and me standing in the

  porch of that rose-covered cottage on his brother’s grand estate and him giving me a bottle of Chanel No. 5.




  The perfume was long since gone and, as time went on, the image faded and seemed more remote and my dreams of girlish romance became a distant memory. Other desires took over – motherhood,

  success in business – and I gradually let go of my New York past and built up my life in Kilmoy, making sure that I had all the glamour and excitement I needed on my own doorstep.




  I pottered over to the cosmetics counter and started to apply make-up at a large, bevelled mirror that sat on the wide counter built for that purpose. I had originally created this scented

  corner in the salon to mask the chemical smell of the permanent-wave machine. Clients were invited to sample scents and cosmetics from the fashionable companies Max Factor and Helena Rubinstein, a

  small range of which we had on sale. However, the goods on offer in the local chemist shop were so meagre that I found within weeks I had to replenish our stocks and we were making almost as much

  money from the cosmetics as from the hairdressing services.




  I looked in the mirror and groaned with frustration. I had tried to keep my skin fashionably pale, but there was already a scattering of freckles across my nose where I had been out tackling our

  overgrown vegetable patch the week before. The rustic nature of my country life with John and the relative sophistication of my working life in town were incompatible, I had long since decided.
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