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  With love to my husband, Niall




  


     

  




  True love is not a feeling by which we are overwhelmed. It is a committed, thoughtful decision.




  

    M. Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled
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  Prologue




  The heart of a recipe, what makes it work, is a mystery. Taste is such a personal thing and yet the right recipe can open a person’s senses to a food they thought they

  didn’t like. Then again, you can put all the right ingredients together, follow the instructions exactly and still have a disaster on your hands.




  That’s how it has always been with me and my Grandma Bernadine’s brown bread. I would do exactly as she showed me, but it would always come out a little too crumbly, or doughy, or

  hard.




  ‘You’re too fussy,’ she’d say. ‘Put some jam on and just eat it anyway. It’ll be different again tomorrow.’




  And it was always different. But it was never right.




  Like my marriage to Dan.




  They say you just know the man you are going to marry. That’s how it’s supposed to work. You date guys, sleep with them, live with them – get through

  your twenties having fun falling in and out of love. Then one day you meet this man and you just know he is ‘The One’. He’s different from everyone else you have ever met. You

  feel happier, more special, more alive when you are with him. So you get married.




  For two weeks you are Barbie and Ken. There’s a big show-off wedding in the Plaza, and you wear a white meringue of a dress even though you are over thirty. You spend what should be the

  down payment for your first home on fourteen days in the Caribbean.




  Then, when you get your ‘Ken’ home, you realize he was an impulse buy. You wanted the ‘married’ label so badly that you didn’t think it through, and now he

  doesn’t look as good as he did under the spangly lights of singledom. He doesn’t fit you properly either; although you convinced yourself he’d be suitable for everyday use, you

  now find him uncomfortable and irritating. He has cost you your freedom; he is the most expensive mistake you will ever make. You have been married for less than three months and everything he does

  and everything he says makes you scream inside: ‘For the rest of my life! I can’t live with this for the rest of my life!’




  But you don’t say it out loud because you are ashamed of having made such a terrible, terrible mistake. Even though you despise him for the way he clips his toenails in bed, you know it is

  not grounds for divorce. You know that this silent torture you are living with is entirely your own fault for marrying him when you didn’t really love him. Not enough, certainly. Now that you

  think back on it, did you ever love him at all or was it all just about you desperately wanting to get married? Because surely love is too strong to allow these petty everyday annoyances to turn

  into hatred. Love is bigger than this. Love doesn’t make mistakes. Not real love. Not the kind of love that makes you marry someone.




  By the seventh week the statistic that one in four marriages ends in divorce cheers you and you have decided that six months is a respectable amount of time to be seen trying

  to make it work.




  Except that you know you haven’t. Tried, that is. And you can’t help thinking that perhaps you are just part of a generation of women who find marriage a challenging and difficult

  state of being.




  Or perhaps there is no universal group, no zeitgeisty cliché to hide behind.




  In which case I am just a woman who married the wrong guy and is trying to find a way out.




  


     

  




  Chemistry




  

    It either works or it doesn’t work


  




  


     

  




  Gooseberry Jam




  Jam, in itself, is not difficult to make, but the quality of the fruit is important and key to this is when you pick it. Fruit contains its own thickening agent, pectin, which

  is only present in the fruit when it is just ripe. Too early and the fruit will thicken but taste sour; too late and the fruit will be sweet, but the jam runny and weak.




  Gooseberries are ideal because they grow wild and in abundance in this part of the country. Add 4lb sugar to 3lb gooseberries and boil them hard in a metal pot with one pint of water. It is

  important not to turn the heat down; the fruit must keep boiling throughout the process, otherwise the jam will be no good. To check if the jam is ready, decant a spoonful onto a cold plate. As it

  starts to cool, gently push with a spoon to one side. If it wrinkles on the top, it is ready. Put into jars sterilized with boiling water and seal immediately.
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  One




  Jam is so simple to make – just fruit, sugar and water – yet the success of it hinges on chemistry, which is quite tricky to control. The jam has to be heated to a

  ferocious boil, then kept there for just the right amount of time, until it is ready to solidify.




  If the heat is not right to start with, the thickening process will never kick off. If it over-boils, the jam becomes cloying and thick. Then sometimes you can have the best-quality ingredients,

  apply just the right amount of heat and, for some reason, the chemistry just never kicks in at all.




  Sound familiar?




  Dan is an ordinary guy. I don’t mean that badly; being an ordinary guy is a good thing. What I really mean is that he is ordinary to me and that is the problem.




  Was I ever in love with him? I just don’t know any more. I made the ultimate declaration of love on our wedding day and somehow, in the hugeness of the gesture, I lost the clarity of what

  love was. Lost faith in the feeling that made me say ‘yes’ to him in the first place.




  Dan is great. Really. Just not for me.




  I met him about a year and a half ago (if I loved him, I would be able to remember exactly), although I guess, in a weird way, he had been knocking about on the edge of my life before then. He

  was the superintendent in my apartment building. ‘Don’t sleep with your building super!’ I hear you cry. Basic rule of being a single woman in Manhattan. Your water pipe bursts:

  who are you going to call? You stay friendly, you flirt when you have to and at Christmas you tip. It is one relationship you don’t mess with.




  Unless you are so sad and desperate that you are afraid of turning into one of life’s lonely: the lingering huggers, the abandoned wives who book a lot of aromatherapy and have begun

  actively to crave a human touch.




  The New York singles scene was tough.




  There were the players: high-maintenance, competitive husband-hunters, manicured, buffed, styled-up peak performers. Then there were the rest of us, just bumbling through the bars forgetting to

  change out of our work shoes, borrowing a friend’s lipstick as an afterthought, knowing that we were never going to meet a man if we didn’t start making an effort. All of us were trying

  to look as if we didn’t care, pretending that what really mattered to us was each other. Maybe I’m cynical, but behind the glimmering cosmetics and the carefully poised insouciance, I

  always saw just a lot of brave faces. In the eyes of my closest girlfriends, I knew that, ultimately, I was an emotional stand-in for the man they hadn’t met yet. We were co-commentators on

  each other’s lives, important to each other’s emotional survival, but not integral. Men, marriage, children: as we buffed and polished and shone through our thirties this life cycle was

  turning from a birthright to a dream.




  I was bad at pretending.


  

  Reared in that liberal single-mom-by-choice way that never feels entirely sure of itself, my role models for love were my maternal grandparents. James, my grandfather, was the

  local schoolteacher in their small village and my grandmother Bernadine was a wonderful housekeeper and cook. I visited with them for at least two summer months each year as a child and benefited

  from the warmth they so clearly felt toward me and each other. Their marriage provided my childhood with a structured, traditional environment so different from the permissive, unpredictable

  upbringing I had with my bohemian artist mother – their daughter, Niamh. The long summer days were taken up entirely with simple household chores: James tending to his vegetable garden,

  Bernadine baking bread and allowing me to dust her kitchen in flour. My grandparents were not physically demonstrative, but their love was obvious in all the little things they did for each

  other.




  Bernadine and James were married for fifty years and I remember as a teenager wondering at the miracle of love that would keep two people together for almost three of my lifetimes. My

  grandmother outlived my grandfather by eight years. The legacy they left in my heart was my ambition to find a man with whom to have a relationship like theirs. A romance so strong that it could

  last out half a century.




  I always knew that I wanted to be married. I dated losers and bastards and nice-but-not-right guys. Marriage was too important a state to compromise on. I knew that much, and once or twice I

  fell in love and had to pull myself back from the brink of a big mistake. Although, looking back now, I realize it is always better to follow your heart than your head.




  In the end I married one of the nice-but-not-right ones because my head told my heart that this could be my last chance. Biology and bad luck conspired and conned me into a feeling like love.

  With Dan, it was never the real thing and it needs to be. Fake love won’t last the course. It’s naive to believe otherwise.




  I was having one of those indulgent afternoons that you can have when you live alone. And I don’t mean the pampering ‘home-spa’ type that you see in the

  magazines. I mean the phone-off-hook feeling sorry for yourself kind. It didn’t happen very often, but maybe once a year (often around my birthday) I’d take the day off work and stay in

  bed feeling miserable. It was nothing as serious as depression, just my twisted version of ‘me’ time. Other girls did meditation and yoga. I took to my bed with a quart of Jack

  Daniel’s and a six-pack of chocolate muffins. After twenty-four hours of watching off-peak TV, I would emerge longing to see my friends and generally more content with my lot in life.




  Being self-employed meant that sometimes I could indulge myself. After a lucky break early on I had worked my way up the food-magazine ladder, from kitchen assistant to recipe tester and

  stylist’s assistant to senior food writer and stylist. Somewhere around five years ago I became tired with the politics of publishing, the suits and the smarming and the exhaustion of having

  to go into an office every day. I took a chance that I would get work as a freelance and on my thirty-third birthday resigned my post as senior food editor on America’s top-selling food

  magazine. Within days I was approached by an agent and have since published three moderately successful recipe books. I also design and test recipes for food companies and enjoy a peculiar but

  nonetheless lucrative sideline as a kitchen-design consultant for wealthy hostess wives. I have a good reputation in the food industry and my work is ‘out there’, which means I am

  always in the running for a big break; there is talk of TV.




  So I was the typical child of the baby-boomer generation. Brilliant career, brimful of confidence, loads to offer – love life an unmitigated disaster. My decision to hibernate the day I

  met Dan had been triggered by the tail end of a hurt from yet another jerk. After fifteen years as a leading food writer, you would think I might have learned about the ‘up-coming chefs and

  photographers’ syndrome. Those men whose delicate egos lead them to want to reveal a work contemporary as flawed, weak, female. The only comfort to be had from being shat upon by male food

  ‘talent’ was that there were so damn many of them that they weren’t as unique or individual as they believed. Oh – and very few of them had talent. Except at getting

  unmarried thirty-something women into bed, which, in my own sullied experience, took little more than two vodka Martinis and rather less charm than I could ever admit to.




  However, it is sobering for a woman to realize she is old enough and powerful enough to be career-climbed. Sobering enough, in any case, to justify a day off work getting drunk.




  Ronan, the chef, was a classic non-romance; we had sex, I thought he would call and he didn’t. He turned up two weeks later at a launch with a model on his arm. I tried to be cynical, but

  when you get to a certain age bitter looks too ugly so you have to absorb the hurt. It had been a petty puncture, but I was feeling deflated and sad when Dan walked into my life.




  ‘Fire drill, Ma’am . . .’




  Our building supers changed every couple of years, largely because their allocated apartment was a dingy, windowless hole in the basement of our building. I had been away on a photo shoot when

  Dan had done his ‘new-super’ tour of the building. I guess he had been there a few weeks before I met him.




  ‘Ma’am, I am going to have to ask you to participate in our fire drill.’




  I hate to be called ‘Ma’am’. It makes me sound old and cranky.




  ‘Ma’am, it is for your own safety.’




  So I become old and cranky.




  And in this case also drunk.




  I flung open the door: ‘You expect me to stand out on the street dressed like this!’ – and I waved my pyjama-clad arms at him. Then I slammed the door on the answer to

  my own rhetorical question: ‘No? Well then, fuck OFF!’




  As I was doing so it hit me in a vast swell that our new super was incredibly handsome. Not just those acceptable good looks that combined with personality can turn an average man into a real

  prospect. No, he had those ludicrous, chiselled, shaving-cream ad looks. The kind of looks you sweat over as a teenage girl, then grow out of as soon as you realize that male models are way out of

  your league or invariably gay.




  Of course, an intelligent woman in her mid-thirties knows that looks are not important. Especially as she brushes the crumbs of her fourth chocolate muffin from the ridges of her Target flannel

  nightgown. It is what’s on the inside that counts, which, in my case was apparently a lot of bourbon and gas.




  I must have seen something in Dan’s eyes during our few-second exchange, some germ of desire, because – for no apparent reason – I did a clean-up on myself. Not a full leg

  shave or anything as extreme as that, but through the drunken haze a bit of tooth and hair brushing went on and the nightgown got exchanged for something a bit sexier, which, let’s face it,

  didn’t have to be much more than a clean pair of sweats.




  Dan came back an hour later when the drill was over and, while I was not surprised at him calling back, I remember being shocked that he really was as handsome as I had first

  thought. More shocking still was the way that these melting hazel eyes were gazing at me with some undisguised lust/admiration combo. Like I was the most beautiful woman on earth. Nobody had ever

  looked at me like that before and it made me feel like laughing. I invited him in and he hesitated by the door, like household staff at a duchess’s cocktail party.




  Seducing Dan was the easiest thing I have ever done. Normally I sit back and wait to be asked. I don’t take much persuading, but I have never taken the lead before.




  But this guy looked so nervous, so smitten, that it made me feel certain of myself. Confident.




  The sex was fantastic and he loved every inch of my body in a way that astonished me. He was heartbreakingly handsome, and there was something comforting and safe about being with him right from

  the start. But while I was flattered, I knew, deep down in my gut, that Dan was not my type.




  I am attracted to intellects, not bodies, and we had nothing in common.




  When I look back on it now, I worry that I seduced Dan for no other reason than I felt dirty and drunk and lonely. Oh, and of course – because I could. A toxic combination that was

  eventually legitimized by our marriage.




  Hardly grounds for a happy one.




  


     

  




  Two




  That first afternoon of sex with Dan somehow rolled itself into the comfort of a convenient relationship. It was good news or bad news depending on how you look at it. In the

  short term Dan patched me up and made me feel better, but my feelings for him were always sullied by the bad guy before him. Even if the chef was a jerk, he still had the power to hurt me. There

  had been some chemistry, albeit of the poisonous kind. Dan didn’t have that power over me. Although I knew he would never do anything to hurt me, sometimes I wished he would. Because surely

  it is better to feel hurt than to feel nothing at all.




  Perhaps I am making things sounds worse than they are. I do have feelings for Dan, of course I do. And when I married him, I thought I loved him.




  Dan made me feel good. He was great in bed; I had confidence in my body around him. He thought I was gorgeous, he desired me and, I’ll be honest, that was something different for me. I

  love to cook and I love to eat, so I am no beach bunny. That’s never been a problem for me, nonetheless Dan was the first guy who I felt that I didn’t have to hide my body from. He was

  always telling me how sexy, how smart I was, what a great cook I was, what a hot body I had. Right from the start, from that first afternoon. The way he tells it he was hot for me from well before

  then – Dan Mullins was stone-mad crazy in love with me. He was so sure about marrying me, so clear and certain that he could make me happy that I believed him.




  After just three months he said, ‘Marry me.’




  Not ‘Will you?’ or ‘I think it would be a good idea if we got married.’




  Just ‘Marry me. I know I can make you happy.’




  No one had ever asked me before and part of me knew that no one would again. I was thirty-eight and I wanted to believe in something: in happy ever after, in him. So I said yes.




  I allowed myself to get caught up in the arrangements, even though I knew that they were not the point. The dress, the cake, the venue, the canapés: getting married was the biggest, most

  glamorous photographic shoot I was ever going to organize. If I was using details as distractions, at least I had that in common with every other bride-to-be. It was such a big deal. Such an

  event. Everyone wanted a piece of me.




  Doreen, my best friend the fashion editor, had her whole fashion team on me and they went into meltdown.




  ‘A European wedding – I mean, it’ll be so this season.’




  ‘She’s Irish. It doesn’t count.’




  ‘Why? Ireland’s in Europe. Isn’t it?’




  ‘Physically, yes. Style-wise? It’s Canada.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘Get onto Swarovski – I’m thinking crystal choker to distract from that size twelve ass.’




  I enjoyed playing the princess, all the fuss and frivolity. And it turned out to be, just like in the magazines, the happiest day of my life.




  Part of that was due to the bonding I had experienced that day with my bohemian artist mother. Niamh (I have always called her by her first name) flew in from London to be there. I had always

  wanted a conventional cookie-baking mother, but Niamh tried to make me into a friend rather than a daughter. We had not clashed so much as inhabited parallel worlds. My mother and I had little in

  common. I was pragmatic and conventional, an inverted rebellion against her chaotic, promiscuous nature. After she moved to Europe there was a minor estrangement. We spoke every couple of months on

  the phone, but I never had the urge to go visit her and she always had the excuse of poverty to not come see me. Five years had managed to pass without our having seen each other.




  I had almost considered not inviting her. It wasn’t that I didn’t want Niamh there; it was just, I guess, that underneath the bravado of seeming not to care about her I was afraid

  that if I invited her, she might not turn up. My mother stridently disapproved of marriage on principle, and often claimed her own parents were unhappily married. I disagreed with her, but it was

  an argument neither of us wanted to have. She was hurt, I think, that I appeared closer to her parents than to her, and I was nervous, always, of her crossing the boundaries of protective parent

  and telling me things I was not ready to hear.




  That my mother came at all was a revelation in itself. The night before the wedding she met Dan, and after he had departed back to his apartment, she and I stayed up drinking in my suite at the

  Plaza.




  ‘I like him,’ she said late on when we were both tipsy enough to be honest, but not so drunk that we wouldn’t remember, ‘although I know it’s not important what I

  think.’




  I argued briefly before she said, ‘Bernadine would have approved.’




  I wondered if she was right or if she was just saying it because she sensed some uncertainty.




  ‘He seems solid.’




  It was a cop-out understatement. Safe sidekick to the big pre-wedding night question, ‘Do you love him?’ It was the wrong thing to say and the wrong time to say it, and while I knew

  Niamh meant well in that moment, I longed with a fresh grief for my grandmother. It had been ten years since she had died but my love felt so alive. I wanted her to be there, not just so that I

  could get her approval of Dan but because it did not feel right for me to be taking this big step without her.




  Niamh seemed to sense that and said, ‘I miss her too.’ She looked at me, in that quizzical way she had – like she could never quite make out what I was thinking – then

  she went over to her suitcase and pulled something out of its front pocket. It was a large, tattered brown envelope.




  ‘Open it,’ she said.




  Inside was a pile of dusty pink and grey copy-books. I recognized them instantly as being the type they sold at the post office in Aughamore. My first cookbook had been written in one of those

  notebooks; a sky blue one entitled ‘Grandma B’s Recipe’s’. Compiled between the ages of ten and twenty, I still had it hidden in the bottom of a kitchen drawer.




  My stomach was churning as I took one of the books out and flicked my eyes over the proud italic letters of my grandmother’s confident hand.




  ‘It’s her life story – from her late teens onwards.’




  ‘Have you read them?’




  Niamh was surprised at the question. She was right. It was a stupid question, but I could not help feeling slightly annoyed that she had never told me about them before.




  ‘Of course I’ve read them. I am her daughter.’




  She had said ‘I am’ as if Bernadine were still alive.




  ‘I never gave them to you before because . . .’




  I tried to relax my face out of looking angry.




  ‘. . . because – I guess I was waiting for the right time.’




  I could feel a fight starting in my head, but I reined it in and, as I did, Niamh reached across and took my hand.




  ‘She still loves you,’ she said, ‘and so do I.’




  Niamh was into this afterlife stuff which I had always believed was nonsense. But nonetheless the soft tone of her voice led me to do something which I can remember doing only rarely as a child.

  I laid my head on my mother’s chest and waited there until the strange smell of her perfume and the unfamiliar touch of her blouse on my cheek faded; until everything dissolved but the

  comfort of being held by her. As Niamh stroked my face, I felt the generations of mothers before her seep through her hands. For a moment I believed the strong arms of Bernadine were embracing me

  again.




  I don’t know how long I lay there, but when I sat up I knew, ten years after her death, that I had finally accepted Bernadine was gone. I knew with certainty that my next project would be

  to adapt her recipes into a cookbook and that my mother was right; I could not have tackled reading Bernadine’s story before now.




  What I still did not feel certain of was my decision to marry Dan the following day. I told myself it was pre-wedding nerves, what everyone experiences. I was afraid if I vocalized them Niamh

  would tell me to pull out and I would not have the conviction to act against her advice.




  We had a traditional Catholic service, and Niamh walked me down the aisle and gave me away. Doreen was my maid of honour. As I stood at the top of the aisle in my big dress, I was filled with

  the knowledge that this was what I had always wanted. At the same time, there was disbelief that it was really happening. Looking back at me, smiling, was everyone I knew. It was the most

  overwhelming moment of my life so far. Better, bigger, than anything I had ever experienced. I was part of a fairy tale I thought I had left behind long ago and now realized had just been lying

  dormant inside me. Hope had been growing bigger and was buried deeper with each passing year. It all came flooding out as I sobbed my way down that walkway to the rest of my life. Dan was the man

  who had made that happen for me.




  Dan was sure he could make me happy, but he was wrong. You can’t make another person happy: they have to make themselves happy. I believed that Dan loved me, but I know

  now that it isn’t enough. I needed to love him back.




  And let’s face it – you can’t force yourself to love somebody if the chemistry just isn’t there.
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  Three




  When love is pure, it is easy. It comes as fast and hard as a shower of hail, and often passes as quickly. It fills your heart and when it’s gone you feel as hollow as an

  empty cave.




  Then there is the other kind of love. The one that comes so slowly that you think it isn’t love at all. Each day it grows, but by such a small measure that you hardly notice. Once your

  heart is filled with this old love, it will never be empty again.




  I have known both and still I would not like to choose one over the other.




  Although for the longest time I thought I had.




  The moment my eyes fell on Michael Tuffy, every love and loyalty I had experienced up to that point was rendered meaningless. I could feel the heat of my own blood in just

  looking at him. The first time his eyes met mine they branded me; from then on I would be defined by my love for him.




  In all my life – which has been long and textured with the emotions of wife, mother, grandmother – I have never forgotten what it felt like to fall so immediately and so completely

  in love. I would have followed him to the other side of the world. It all but destroyed my youthful optimism when I realized that I couldn’t.




  That first meeting was at a spraoi in Kitty Conlan’s house. Kitty had the knack of matching, and there was nothing to do in Achadh Mor back then – only work and

  wait. Bad, unyielding land, and a hard history blighted with famine and the messy, bloody politics of occupation, meant that emigration to England and America from our area was almost absolute.

  Those of us left behind were half a community, not knowing whether we were lucky to be still at home when the greater number of our family and neighbours were in New York or London. Sometimes it

  felt as if the hundreds of thousands who had left since the famine had each taken a handful of Mayo earth with them and unsettled the very ground from under us. We waited for our men to return from

  summers potato picking in Yorkshire, adventure implied in their new jackets and affluence in their shiny brown wallets. In the meantime we had to draw whatever entertainment we could from looking

  at each other.




  I didn’t mind being looked at. I was brazen by nature. Some people thought me spoiled, even my own mother at times.




  ‘She wants jam on everything!’




  I remember her saying it to Aunt Ann the summer her sister returned from America.




  ‘Nothing is good enough for her. She wants everything her own way. I keep telling her – Bernadine, life is hard. She has her head full of silly notions.’




  Falling in love certainly came under the banner of ‘silly notions’. People had romances all the time but they rarely ended in marriage. Marriage was about land and security and

  money. To marry for love was considered reckless. Looking back, I suppose my mother was worried that my idealism would lead to disappointment and eventually despair.




  I was the only daughter among three brothers and my father drank. In those days nobody had anything. A woman was at the mercy of how hard her husband was willing to work. A lazy man, no matter

  how much land he had, would end you in the poorhouse. A drinker was worse again, for he might work hard and then spend every penny in the pub and believe himself entitled to do so. That is how it

  was with my father. And so my mother, in addition to running the house, worked like a slave on the farm. She reared pigs for a Ballyhaunis butcher and sold eggs to a grocer in Kilkelly. Both men

  were careful to have business dealings only with my mother. They understood what type my father was and that they were providing our only source of income. They were decent and doubtless the good

  price they gave her reflected my mother’s desperation. Hardship had made my mother bitter and she was a slouching, distant woman with barely the gumption to nag. She was unhappy. I could see

  the miserable circumstances that had turned her that way and I was determined to avoid them.




  Mam’s elder sister, Ann, was my saviour. A confirmed spinster, Ann had gone to America in 1910 and became a seamstress to a wealthy American socialite. She returned in the thirties a

  ‘millionaire’ – the description in our poverty-stricken times of someone who owned more than one coat.




  My aunt told me stories of New York. She read books and had an easy life, with plenty of money and no men to look after. She was always glad of my company and often asked my mother if I might

  stay with her the night. In the evenings we could suit ourselves entirely. Making dainty potato cakes and spreading them with butter and my mother’s tart gooseberry jam, eating them greedily

  as we discussed the news of the neighbours in intricate details. Ann told shocking stories of their relations in America: this one’s son married a Jew, another was killed boxing bare-fisted

  in a bar. I embellished duller tales of arguments over field boundaries with gory details. To me, Ann’s house was a palace filled with exotic and beautiful things – a vase made of heavy

  glass the colour of a cat’s eye to hold a single rose, an ermine stole, two red cushions with gold-braid trim, a silk kimono lavishly embroidered with peonies and chrysanthemums.




  My relationship with this glamorous aunt elevated me above the hoi polloi of our village. In my own mind certainly, and in the minds of many of the lads round about, who considered me one of the

  finer-looking girls among the diminishing supply of would-be wives in our parish.




  It suited me just fine to be placed high on a pedestal, with my long black curls and my delicate pointed nose stuck high in the air. Those brave enough to approach me soon found themselves

  withered by my indifference. I had the idea of leaving Achadh Mor when the summer had passed. Aunt Ann still had contact with all her friends in America and would surely pay my passage across. I

  was a brave and adventurous young woman. I would not have emigrated for survival but, with Ann as my role model, for success. It would have happened had I not fallen in love.




  Love changes everything, but it does not always change for the better.




  Ann did not come with me to Kitty Conlan’s party that night. She thought the widow a foolish woman, indulging the young people of the parish with silly matchmaking games. Also, the men

  were allowed drink even though the company was mixed, and Ann didn’t like that at all. She was prudish in matters where drink and romance were concerned. Looking back as an older woman myself

  now, I believe Ann was less committed to her spinster status than she let on. Perhaps she had been let down by a sweetheart in her younger days. Certainly that would go some way to explain what

  happened between her and me.




  Kitty’s parlour was small and her fire roaring, and the crowd kept having to disperse into the cold outdoors so as not to roast themselves alive. Joe Clarke had come back from his break

  and was starting up the squeeze box again. Cousin Mae and I were giggling over some trivia when she prodded me in the ribs and nodded towards the door.




  Then I found I was both floating and sinking.




  The room grew huge as crowds of people receded into the white walls and Michael alone walked towards me. With each step he took, I knew he was the braver, stronger, of us because I could not

  move. For a moment I thought perhaps he did not care for me at all, otherwise he would be paralysed as I was. He did not speak, only held his hand out to mine so he could take me to dance. When we

  touched, a thrilling heat shot through me and I thought the feet would go from under me. But they didn’t.




  We danced: him holding my eye all the time and not speaking at all. I, drained of my usual brazen huff, blushed scarlet throughout, so that every neighbour could carry back as far as Kilkelly,

  Knock and Kiltimagh news of our big romance. That Bernadine Moran of Faliochtar in the parish of Achadh Mor and a young American lad by the name of Michael Tuffy, whose mother had returned to claim

  the estate of her deceased husband, Michael Senior, tragically passed away in New York City some six years past, were doing a line.




  People talked but, as I said, I never minded that. Gossip and truth feed off each other. If our romance was great, then it was made greater by talk. In a townland talk brings pressure to bear.

  Let them speculate: the fireside ruminations of a thousand old biddies added fuel to our burgeoning passion.




  Michael and his mother were strangers to Achadh Mor, but we welcomed them in a way we rarely welcomed our own. Returned emigrants, like Aunt Ann, seemed to goad those left behind with what might

  have been. They were expected to keep a low profile, sink back into the grim boggy landscape as if they had never been away. The likes of Maureen Tuffy and her handsome son were different. The real

  McCoy – they had American accents and had not been born to the drudgery of our land, but had come here from choice. We thought them marvellous for believing us worthy of their company.




  I could not believe that Michael had chosen me to love and yet, when I was with him, I felt so beautiful that I might have been picked by royalty itself. My disbelief was tempered by a sense of

  having known him all my life, a certainty that I would be with him until the day I died.




  What we did, where we went, what was said is as meaningless now as it was then. We walked fields, we took tea with my aunt, we attended the same Masses. We stood across from each other on either

  side of the main street in Kilkelly on market day; our view of each other interrupted by cows and carts, we each wondered at the miracle of our matched souls meeting in this squally corner of the

  world. We saw God in each other and perhaps that was our only sin. What we had was rare, and still, after all that has happened since, I believe that to be true. It was the love that fools stand in

  wait their whole lives for, then die loveless and bitter when it evades them.




  Perhaps that knowledge alone saved me in the end. Knowing that my love for Michael Tuffy could never be repeated.




  We didn’t marry, although it was fully intended.




  Our parents met in a hotel in Ballyhaunis at the suggestion of his mother. My father, for all his shaving and washing, looked like a boiled ham in his suit. My mother was already nervous and

  taken aback when money was mentioned, although she could see herself the opportunity that was being offered her. It seemed a small price to pay for her daughter’s eternal happiness. Mrs Tuffy

  was clearly a woman of means and it was only a token of respect she was asking for.




  In any case, we all knew that Aunt Ann would be happy to provide whatever money was needed. She, of all people, would be thrilled for me to marry into such a respectable household – and

  for love. It was every dream she could have had for me.




  Ann did not poormouth over declining to pay my dowry. We all knew she could well afford it. Her first insult was to refuse to offer the money herself and instead to wait for my mother to ask

  her. It was a humiliation my mother had never had to endure before; Ann had quietly provided for our family countless times in the past.




  My mother didn’t give me any explanation. She just said that there was no money and that therefore I could not marry Michael Tuffy.




  I begged my mother to go back and ask again, but she refused. I threatened to run away with him. Michael and I were destined, nothing could keep us apart. What did our families, what did money

  matter?




  When I turned around to plan our escape, he was gone. Back to America.




  I knew I would never see him again.




  I howled and tore at my hair until my father and brothers were afraid of me. For months, I locked myself in the house with my mother and shredded potatoes until my fingers bled, scrubbed

  flagstones until my knees bruised black.




  I never spoke to my aunt again and spoke of her to others only rarely and with caution.




  As the next five years passed, the pain softened. I came to understand that I had been privileged to experience such a rare love at all, yet cursed because it had ruined me for anything that

  would come after. As for marriage – the very idea of it became an insult. Although part of me knew it was inevitable, there was one thing I was certain of: no one or nothing would ever match

  my love for Michael Tuffy.




  He was gone, but the memory of him had marked me forever.




  


     

  




  Compromise




  

    You can’t always have as much sugar as you’d like


  




  


     

  




  Rhubarb Tart




  Head and tail the rhubarb and cut into small pieces, about ¼ inch – your eye will tell you. When the rhubarb is young you can put it raw into the tart. In late

  August, when it is tougher, I put it into a pan of water with a little sugar and leave it to warm over the fire while I am making the pastry. Sift 10 oz flour with ½ teaspoon salt, then mix

  in 2 dessertspoons sugar. Chop 4 oz butter, then crumble into the flour with your fingers. Beat an egg into 2 tablespoons of milk and work the mixture into a dough. Line a well-floured pan with a

  ½-inch thickness of the pastry then put in your rhubarb and as much sugar as suits. I like it sweet and could take up to 3 tablespoons. James prefers it sour, but I’d put in an extra

  spoon anyway so as not to poison him. Cover with a pastry lid, then put in a medium oven and watch for up to 1 hour.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
RECIPES

FOR A

PERFECT
MAPRIAGE

‘A moving portrait of love and marriage Lln’ough the eyes

[ ~ o1
O[ two women . . . Can a woman learn true ]OVC./

Smm’ag Express S Magazine






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Kate Kerrigan

Rectpes v
QDMM CM&W@@@





