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‘There are only two ways to live your life.
One is as though nothing is a miracle.
The other is as though everything is a miracle.’


—ALBERT EINSTEIN













Prologue


Spring 1942


It was a quiet day at sea. Jimmy Walsh allowed the boat to float a little across the shallow bay and then called for his cousin Tom to anchor her there. On either side of them, wide purple mountains stretched up to the clear blue sky, and in front of them was a small beach whose narrow shoreline was hemmed with a glittering chain of sharp sunlight. Usually when the weather was glorious like this the sea itself could be unsettled, seeming to bounce with small, excited waves. Today, however, the sea was eerily still, like gliding on glass.


The boat, a Galway hooker, belonged to Jimmy’s cousin, and they were taking it for a spin round the coast. Tom didn’t know the islands like Jimmy did: the eager young fisherman had spent most of his nineteen years weaving in and out of these large rocks and small shorelines catching mackerel with his father. Yet even Jimmy did not recognize the white-rimmed beach ahead of them, or the imposing purple mountains either side of it. The speedy hooker had carried them further down the coast than he had ever been before and he wasn’t entirely certain of where they were. Mayo, in all probability, though the scattering of smaller islands they had just passed suggested they could be even further south on the edges of Galway. In any case, this was as good a place as any to bob around while they put down the sails. They’d stop here for an hour and have some lunch before heading back up the coast to Aghabeg.


His mother had packed a hunk of bread and some smoked fish for them. She’d also filled two porter bottles with tea – although Jimmy smiled as he opened the basket and found that his father, Sean, had sneaked in two bottles of real porter as well.


The older man would have justified slipping the lads a beer by telling himself this was a celebration of sorts. His brother’s eldest son, Tom, had been living and working in Galway for the past five years and already had a third share in this fine commercial fishing vessel. A far cry from the small, shallow currachs that had served his family of fishermen well enough on the islands – a Galway hooker would put them into an entirely different league altogether. Sean Walsh and Tom’s father, Joe, were close to having raised enough money between them to buy in. A boat like this working the Donegal coastline could transform not only the lives of their own family, but of all four families on their small island.


Jimmy drained the last mouthful of the bitter black beer. Looking upwards, he thought that, despite the stillness, the sky looked uncertain today. A couple of dark clouds that seemed to threaten rain began to move towards the shoreline. Driven across by a gust of wind, they miraculously parted, allowing a shaft of sunshine to burn down onto the beach. He noticed something odd to one side of the strand, a strange movement – like a fire. It was too far away to see, but he was curious, so he picked up his telescope and adjusted it towards the beach. He trained the instrument past the small waves foaming along the shoreline, some rocks and a pecking gull until it reached the confusing movement. The red mass was lost in a blast of sunlight and he screwed up his eyes to try and see what it was. Not flames – darker. A spray of seaweed stuck to something perhaps? As the clouds moved behind the mountain, the picture sharpened and revealed the frantic flickering of a girl’s long auburn hair blowing in the wind. A hand drew up and slid the snaking strands back from her pale young face.


Jimmy’s breath stopped. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.











Chapter One


Aileen crumbled her final handful of good soil over the tomato plants. She had just finished planting them in the wide raised bed that her brother Martin had made for her that morning. She had asked him to put it to the side of their cottage that faced the mountain so that her vegetables might benefit from its shelter. Although it was spring, the sea wind that blew across from the west side of the island could still rear up: last year, she had lost a full bed of lettuces when a bruising spit of salt from a short summer storm had battered across them. She looked down at the fledgling seedlings, gently pulling her fingers up the feathered stalks. She held her hands to her face; she could already smell the fruit in these tiny fragile plants. Barely there, as slender as blades of grass, as flimsy as the red hairs on her head and yet already somewhere inside them these delicate plants she had grown from seed were making good on their promise to produce huge globes of heavy fruit.


‘Would you look at them tomatoes,’ her father would say, slicing through them with his own sharp knife at the teatime table. ‘Is there another man on this earth whose daughter could produce the likes of that for the table?’


Aileen was glad when she made her father happy, and she enjoyed seeing her mother cook her vegetables and her brothers tucking noisily into platefuls of her spuds, but what Aileen enjoyed most about gardening was simply watching things come to life.


The summers were so long with her father and brothers away in Scotland picking potatoes to earn enough money to see them through the long winter on this rocky outpost off the Irish coast. With Aileen and her mother left at home in their remote cottage without their men, growing vegetables and flowers gave Aileen something to do when her monthly supply of books from the mobile library ran out.


It also gave her somewhere to go when she needed to escape her mother’s moods. Anne Doherty was often sad when the men were away, and when her mother grew mournful, Aileen felt a shadow fall over her very soul. Then if something went wrong, like Anne broke a cup or cut her finger while peeling an onion, she would often shout out, ‘Why must your father go away like this? I need him here!’ and Aileen would go outside for a while until her mother’s temper had passed. Sometimes she would pick a bunch of clambering hedgerow roses and put them in a jar on the kitchen windowsill, knowing that their scent would bring some sweetness back into their home.


The bed her brother Martin had built was too wide and too deep for the tomatoes and he had thrown in lumps of terrible stony clay. Aileen had done her best to crumble some life into the heavy soil, breaking it up with sand, but she was still worried for her tiny strips of green. Their roots would be overwhelmed, she thought as she poked the translucent threads into the hard, sandy soil. Their hold on life was too tenuous; they needed something to help them along. Something strong and sturdy to hold them in place and fill them with the nourishment they needed to survive.


Seaweed.




Aileen called out to her parents and ran down to the beach, ten minutes at a fast run across the fields and bog towards the back of the dunes. She came to the narrow path between the two highest dunes and paused for a minute, as she always did, to close her eyes. She liked to relish the moment when the sea became visible, opening up in front of her, filling her nose with the scent of possibility. The sea was Aileen’s window on the world; beyond it was where her life was waiting for her. She opened her eyes, drank in the view, then walked through the white, powdery sand towards the rocks at the shoreline. It was a still day, so the seaweed would be easy to harvest from the shallow rock pools at the water’s edge.


Every day Aileen walked down to this beach and stood here gazing out across the vast Atlantic, thinking about the day when she might leave the island. Would she learn to drive a car? Travel to America? Work in a factory? She would surely fall in love like the heroines of the books she read. Who would be the man of her dreams then? Would he be an angry Englishman like Heathcliff or a distinguished American writer like Ernest Hemingway?


As she idly dreamed of her future, Aileen gathered armfuls of the rubbery brown kelp into a pile on the sand. Then, as she leaned down to tie them into a bundle to carry home on her back, she noticed a pile of seed pods sitting on the stone next to them. They were peculiar-looking things, long and brown, the length and width of her thumb and like nothing she had seen before. As she popped them in her pocket, she had the strangest feeling that she was being watched. Aileen stood up to look around, but as she did, she felt a gust of wind flicker across her hair and so she closed her eyes and threw back her head, shaking the hair from her face and allowing the air to catch every strand.


‘Aileen? Aileen! Come back! What till you hear . . .’




It was her brother Martin.


He would be leaving for Scotland with her father and Paddy Junior any day now and she would not see them for three long months; what was she doing down here on the beach mooching and dreaming when she should be relishing every last minute of her time with them?


She ran towards Martin, but he kept his stout, sturdy legs one pace ahead of her, laughing and refusing to tell her what the ‘news’ was. When they reached the cottage, her father, Paddy, and eldest brother, Paddy Junior, were standing with their arms crossed over their broad chests, looking at her, smiling.


‘Come out, Anne.’ Her father turned his head slightly on its thick, solid neck and called for her mother.


Anne came out, wiping her hands on her apron and not looking nearly as happy as the men.


Aileen had some idea of what was coming, but she was afraid even to dream such a thing.


‘Who’ll tell her, Da?’ said Martin.


‘I dunno,’ said her father. ‘Will you tell her, Paddy Junior?’


‘Maybe I will,’ his elder son said then, picking up on the joke, ‘and maybe I won’t.’


Patrick Doherty turned, his face full of mischief, from one son to the other and said, ‘Should we tell her at all, do you think, lads, or leave the surprise for another day again?’


Aileen loved it when they teased her like this. She felt like Queen of the World when her father and brothers made her the centre of attention.


‘Will you tell the child, for God’s sake?’ shouted Anne. ‘I have the tea on.’


‘We’re leaving for Scotland tomorrow,’ said Paddy Junior.


Then his younger brother added, ‘And we’re taking you with us.’











Chapter Two


Jimmy knew that red-haired women were bad luck for fishermen.


If you passed a red-haired woman on the road before heading out for the day, you might as well pack up your nets and go home. Ditto a red-haired man, or a child in fact – all red hair was a no-no. Jimmy’s grandmother had told him that a redhaired infant had once been born to an otherwise entirely black-haired family. The whole lot of them, three generations of islanders, left Aghabeg before the child was six days old and moved to the mainland, never to be seen or heard of again. Jimmy’s grandmother believed them all surely dead at the hands of the fairies, or otherwise that they had drowned the baby and then escaped to England, which amounted to the same thing. Red hair was a curse, whichever way you looked at it. Jimmy knew that, but he didn’t believe it. He might have thought there was some truth to it if it was the only thing people on his island were suspicious of – except that red hair was only the tip of it. The men wouldn’t like any class of woman near them when they were mending their nets. The eldest woman of the house, no matter what her age or how harsh the elements, had to throw a hot coal from her home fire directly after the boats when they were leaving land. Indeed, they could only leave when the sun was set a certain way in the sky so that you would be facing it but not too directly. There were so many things that could bring bad luck on a fisherman that if you believed it all, it would surely be the most dangerous job in the world.


It was a line of thinking with which Jimmy frequently tortured his father, Sean. ‘If you ever let on that you think that in front of your grandmother,’ Sean would say, because big man and all that he was, he was still afeard of his mother, ‘so help me but I’ll throw you overboard myself for the sharks and the gulls!’


‘Ah – but I’ll be swum ashore before they can get me, Da.’


Then his father would raise a mock fist at his incorrigible son, and if he could catch him, hold his head in a lock and make the pup confess he was not ‘invincible’.


Invincible Jim.


That was the nickname his carefree son had earned himself at the age of eleven, when he had been caught teaching himself to swim.


No one on the island swam. Swimming was the worst thing a fisherman could learn to do, because if the sea wanted to take you, it would. There was no escape in being able to swim – you were just prolonging the inevitable. The fishermen of Aghabeg respected the might of the sea alongside the might of God Himself. They worked in tandem. To try and save a drowning man, even a member of your own beloved crew, was an act of treason against both.


Yet, knowing all of this, on the summer he turned eleven years old, Jimmy Walsh had, without giving warning or notice of any kind, jumped into the deep, clear water at the edge of the rocky path down to where the men kept their currachs; then, using his arms and legs to propel himself upwards, he had pushed his head through the wall of freezing water and held himself there, kicking his legs and screaming with delight. As family and neighbours stood open-mouthed in a mixture of shock and awe at the immediacy with which this young boy had conquered the water, Jimmy splashed around laughing and feeling on top of the world while his father roared at him to get out.


‘Perhaps he’s special,’ his mother had said that night, when his father complained about his son’s insubordination.


‘Perhaps he’s a fool that’ll get us all killed,’ Sean mumbled, although nobody had said anything against the child, and that was Sean’s main concern.


Secretly Sean wondered sometimes if the talk and superstitious nature of the island women wasn’t worse in itself than the dangers they constantly predicted, that the fears they inspired were worse than the fate itself could ever be. On a still summer’s day fishing near the shoreline, he would surely prefer a son who could find his way back into the boat with the strength of his arms and legs rather than surrender to the depths, sinking slowly out of sight while men watched on, helpless – bereft. Sean suspected that believing was the undoing of his fishing community, that it stopped them from doing all that could be done to protect themselves, and perhaps also from being all they could be. However, Sean kept his reservations to himself. The island was small and there was no value in upsetting people.


So his rebellious son became Invincible Jim, an exception to the no-swimming rule – a sort of lucky charm for the island’s fishermen. He was too young and too likeable for anyone to think badly of him, so his defiance of the sea simply proved to the islanders that young Jimmy Walsh was blessed with good luck.


So when Jimmy saw the beautiful girl flicking her long red hair on the beach, he saw no reason not to steer the hooker in a bit closer to land, at least far enough so that he might swim in.




He put this to his cousin Tom, who was having none of it.


‘Are you mad in the head, Jimmy? I have to get this baby back into port by teatime or I’ll be skinned. We’re cutting it fine for getting you back home as it is, and anyway, I can’t see anyone out there.’


Jimmy held up the telescope again. She was gone. Curse and damn his stupid cousin for distracting him. He shouldn’t have taken his eyes off her for a second. What direction had she gone in? She can’t have gone too far, anyway. He started to unbutton his shirt.


‘Don’t you even think about it.’ Tom was considerably more suspicious by nature and sceptical about Jimmy’s ‘lucky’ status. ‘We have no idea what the pull is like on the water around here. This coastline is full of shoals and sandspits – you wouldn’t know what’s happening under the water.’


‘I’ll be fine,’ Jimmy said, so impatient with the buttons he was already pulling the shirt off over his head.


‘Oh no, you don’t.’ Larger and a good deal stronger than his wiry young cousin, Tom grabbed him and held the struggling teenager down on the bench. ‘I’m not going back to your father to explain how I lost you to a mirage of a woman,’ and as the shirtless youth struggled wildly against him, he added, ‘happy and all as I’d be to see you drown . . . Jesus!’


Jimmy had bit his arm and in one swift movement set himself free and dived overboard.


It took longer than usual for Jimmy’s face to surface, especially as he had barely remembered to draw breath properly before diving in. He spat out a mouthful of saltwater and, grimacing, checked the shoreline ahead of him. There was still no sign of her. No matter. He’d find her – and he began to swim. He had not taken six strokes when he felt what seemed like hands pulling him down under the water, except that he knew it wasn’t hands; it was a whirlpool gathering around his legs. The waters around Aghabeg were predictable. When they were still on the surface, they were still beneath. This was different. He’d move free, though – it was only wat—


As he was pulled beneath the surface with an almighty tug, he heard his cousin cry, ‘Grab this, Jimmy. Grab it . . .’


Flailing around – down, down, down – drowning, Jimmy – don’t breathe in – don’t drown, Jimmy – something hard and sharp hit the side of his head and he reached up and grabbed it as his cousin pulled him up, up, up, bringing Invincible Jim to the surface of the water and over to the boat. Every bone in Jimmy’s body wanted to let go of the anvil and try to swim ashore again, but he was woozy from the hit to the side of the head, and he wasn’t sure if it was worth risking his life again – for a girl? And a red-haired one at that?


As Tom dragged him up the side of the hooker, roaring at his stupid cousin for his foolhardiness, Jimmy smiled as broad and bold a smile as his face had seen in nineteen years.


Ah, but yes. She would have been worth it surely.











Chapter Three


Aileen patted the last of the seaweed down on top of the compost where she had planted the seeds from the pods that she had found on the beach. Then she carefully placed the shallow tray between the vegetable bed and the low stone wall where it would get maximum shelter. What would happen to these strange seeds in the next three months? What would they grow into, and how would she have altered when she came back to claim them?


Aileen felt that she had been waiting for this moment all her life; at sixteen, she was finally leaving Illaunmor.


Although they would all be coming back in three months’ time, the young girl knew her first trip away from the island would change everything. Her oldest brother, Paddy Junior, had left for his first summer in Scotland as a boy of fourteen and come back a man with hair on his arms and a voice as deep as a holy well. As the youngest, and the only girl, everyone in the house had always treated Aileen like a child. By working in the world and earning money, she would be making the transition from girl to young woman.


That night, Aileen went into the bedroom and crawled in between her two brothers’ warm bodies. Familiar with the rigours of the journey they were facing the next day, Paddy Junior and Martin were already asleep, but Aileen was too excited to close her eyes.


She looked up at the soot-blackened ceiling as clouds of her brothers’ warm breath wafted past her in the chilly spring night and thought how tomorrow she would be leaving for somewhere else, somewhere beyond Illaunmor – to enter a world so thrilling it was beyond her imagination.


The young woman lay awake for all of the night, her stomach twisting with excitement, her toes curling, waiting until it was time to get up, dressed and spend the day doing her chores before she and the Doherty men left for the night train at dusk.


The family spent the day leaving the house in good order for her mother – doing the heavy work that needed to be done before they left. The men dug out the vegetable field, stacked the turf in neat piles by the back door and cleared out the chimney, while Aileen swept and scrubbed the stone floors, washed and hung out the sheets to dry – jobs done willingly because she knew the repetitive boredom of this household drudgery would soon be behind her.


Now that this reality was upon her, Aileen suddenly had a pang of fear. This house and the patch of land that ran down to the road were all she knew. What would happen to her vegetable patch while she was away? Would her mother remember to keep the herbs trimmed back? Would she bother to plant out the carrots to be ready for the end of summer when they got back? Aileen put childish worries about her precious garden out of her mind and looked around the cottage. Although she knew she would be back in a few months, she was anxious that she had never eaten a meal, or lit a fire, or swept a floor in any place other than this house. It was all so familiar; she knew every inch, every detail. The long wooden table with a dip in the centre where it had been scrubbed down by generations of Doherty women; the dresser against the corner wall with the good blue and white china jug and teapot they were never allowed to touch; the picture of the Sacred Heart above the fire mantel – his forlorn face streaked with turf dust – and the pot oven where Aileen had burned her first loaf of bread aged ten. On the hook by the fire was the grey and green pinafore her mother had ingeniously made for her from an old woollen blanket three years ago. She loved that pinafore and wore it doing all her chores. Aileen washed it every month, scrubbing it extra hard on the washboard and using a cupful of the expensive soapsuds her mother had hidden under the sink, instead of the cheaper bar of carbolic they used for everything else. The wool was thin and soft as silk now, and Aileen had planned to bring it with her, but last night, her father had said it would be too bulky to carry: ‘We must travel light, Aileen, and besides, picking potatoes is warm work – you’ll be roasted alive in that thing.’


Aileen resigned herself to leaving her apron behind, even though she sensed her mother wanted her to bring it to Scotland – perhaps as a talisman. The fact that Aileen was going meant that her mother would be left alone on the island for three long months. Aileen felt guilty about that, especially as she felt, more and more with each passing year, less inclined towards her mother’s company.


Their neighbour John Joe was waiting outside to bring them down to the bridge to meet the rest of the squad. From there they would walk to the station to catch the overnight train to Dublin Port, then the boat the following morning.


With the sun low in the sky and the air cooled, the moment had come to leave. Her father was calling for her to get into the cart, her brothers complaining John Joe’s horse was getting antsy (John Joe was too quiet a man to complain for himself), but Aileen had begun to feel giddy and faint. She had not eaten a spoonful of food all day – despite her mother putting the last of the sugar on her oatmeal for her – and her excitement had turned into a kind of sickness.


‘Did you pack your rosary?’ Aileen’s mother was fussing over her, but the young islander was too excited to care. ‘Here they are.’ Anne picked her pink glass beads up from the dresser where they were always left and put them round her daughter’s neck, tucking them inside her geansaí and buttoning up her coat for her. ‘There now, child,’ she said, and kissed her. ‘Small wonder you look so pale and wanting leaving these behind.’


In that moment Aileen felt so tired that she just wanted to lie down on the settle and have her mother put a woollen blanket over her and sing her to sleep.


‘Pray to her every morning and night, Aileen, and the Blessed Virgin will keep you safe.’


‘For the love of God, woman, hurry up!’ Paddy was anxious to get going.


Both women turned towards the doorway. The house faced east to the Atlantic, and as the sun was lowering in the sky, it suddenly sent a shaft of deep orange light piercing through the open door that was so strong it seemed to trap them inside with its warm intensity. It appeared to Aileen, in her overtired state, that the outside world was on fire.


‘I’ve changed my mind. I want to stay here.’


Anne took her daughter’s face in both her hands, and using her thumbs to stroke back some strands of auburn that had escaped from her side plaits, she smiled gently and said, ‘Whist, my girl, you’ll be fine – and back before you know it. Now go.’


Then she prodded her gently out through the door. Aileen held out her hands for Martin to pull her up onto the cart, and even as her feet left the ground, steadying themselves on the wooden step, she felt the excitement of the past few days returning.




They trundled down along the stony boreen towards the road and Aileen looked back at her family home. Her mother was standing by the door waving them off. They would be home in three months, when the summer that was just about to start was all but ended. One season, yet it seemed like a lifetime.











Chapter Four


One season tattie-hoking in Scotland would guarantee the Walshes enough money to buy into Tom’s Galway hooker and young Jimmy desperately wanted in on that boat.


One day out in it was all he had needed. The speed of it! The sturdiness! On a good day, the currach would take you a mile out to sea. If God was kind and the nets were good, you’d come straight back in. If not, you could be drifting around in small helpless circles and return empty-handed. The hooker would take you as far out as you could go – until you found the fish yourself – then hold you there until you carried in such a haul you’d have to go to Galway itself to find a trader big enough to buy it from you. ‘You’d never have a bad day’s fishing in a hooker,’ he told his father. If you wanted, she could carry you as far as Dublin. Jimmy, invincible as he was, thought perhaps he could drive the beauty all the way to England and back again. America maybe! There was even a cabin with a bed on board. It was like a house! A man could live in a boat like that and adventure all round the world. He didn’t say that to his father, but nonetheless Sean had not taken much convincing that the hooker was the way forward for them as a family of fishermen. ‘I can handle it easy, and we could fish the whole coastline, Da. We’d never be short a load again.’




Jimmy was restless. Sean could see that his feisty son was not going to be content with life as a small currach fisherman. It was a miracle he was still here with them at nineteen, that he had not gone to England seeking adventure. A new boat would mean his son could be off down along the coast catching and selling fish in Galway and Cork even. He could find a wife and bring her home. A bigger boat was the only way to keep their status quo and ensure Jimmy a happy future.


Sean’s wife, Morag, wasn’t so sure.


‘What do we need another boat for?’ she said, when Sean told her his plans to go back to Scotland with Jimmy for a season. ‘Aren’t we good enough as we are? A family can only eat so much food, and we’ve enough meat cured and enough fish smoked to see us through the winter and the season’s barely begun!’


‘A bigger boat will change things. A bigger boat could make things better for the whole island. It’s progress.’


‘My eye,’ his wife said, wiping one of his filleting knives on her apron.


If his mother didn’t approve, his father wouldn’t go. Jimmy would have to let his father argue it out himself. He knew enough to keep his mouth shut when it came to his mother.


Morag Moffat wasn’t an islander. His father had met her in Scotland when he was working there as a young man and had lured her back to the small Irish island. The slight girl had been raised an orphan in the slums of Glasgow and at sixteen had acquired her first job as housemaid and cook to a small tomato farmer for whom Sean was also working. The boss had not been impressed when he caught Sean canoodling with his housemaid and cook. He fired them both and Sean carried the young girl back to his island, took up his father’s currach and had felt neither the inclination nor the need for migrant work after that. A fact he repeated to his wayward son every time Jimmy talked about going away.


‘There is nothing out there you can’t get right here on this island, son. Trust me – I know it.’ Then he would tell him again the story of his mother and himself. About how his own mother and sisters had welcomed Morag as if she had been one of their own. How they had taken a while to familiarize themselves with her strange foreign accent, but had been instantly in awe of her beauty and the skills she had acquired at such a young age. Morag could read and write, like a proper scholar. The island women had taken to her right away and had showered her with the love she had missed out on as a parentless child. Jimmy’s mother would sit by the fire knitting, pretending not to listen or care, but a small smile would play on her lips as his father once again told the simple story of how he had come to realize his travelling days were over.


‘And we were back from Scotland not six weeks and I came in from the devil of a day at sea. We came back in with no fish and lucky with our lives. It had been so bad that for a moment I forgot myself that I was married and I came in and found this wee Glasgow girl piling the fire and in an instant my spirits were lifted. She didn’t hear me, and her hair dragged up at the back of her neck and I went over and I kissed her, like this –’ then Sean would go to wherever his wife was and kiss her with a big, comical mouth on him until she shooed him away, laughing ‘– and I said to myself, Sean, the only reason you ever went away in the first place was to find yourself this fine young woman. You’ll stay where you are now and luck will find you. And thank God it has. There was no man made as rich or lived as content a life as Sean Walsh of Aghabeg from the day he met this woman.’


If his love for Morag was the reason Sean was content to stay on Aghabeg, she was not happy at the news that he was prepared to go back over to Scotland to work for the sake of a bigger boat to pay for a life they neither needed nor wanted.


‘You just want to be the biggest man with the biggest boat on Aghabeg, Sean Walsh, because you think it makes you more important than everyone else.’


‘And sure aren’t I already the most important man on the island with the biggest prize of them all,’ he said, grabbing her from behind, ‘and all the other men jealous of me and my fine wee Scottish wifey?’


She ignored him. ‘And who will cut the turf, would you mind telling me, if you head off now for the whole summer?’


‘I’ll have it cut before I go.’


‘Is that so?’


‘And I’ll have flour and sugar and tea stored up dry in the sheds for you, and praties dug and washed if you need them, and we’ll be back before you know it.’


‘One season?’ she asked.


‘One. I promise. That’s all it will take.’


‘That’s all I’ll take of you being away. One season is all I will put up with. Do you hear me?’


‘You’re the best wife any man ever had,’ Sean said, and embraced her.


Over his shoulder, the wiry Scottish woman’s eyes were trained on her incorrigible son, Jimmy. She knew this was his doing.











Chapter Five


There was one road through Illaunmor, which ran from the bridge to the top of the island. Then another, smaller one – little more than a dirt track – ran round its edge. The main road, like the island, was five miles long, and the pub and the church were at the bottom of the island next to the bridge.


After an hour on John Joe’s cart, they reached the part of the road where the rhododendron bushes were so overgrown it appeared they closed off the path, and then at the bend they opened to reveal the short, wide stretch leading directly to the bridge. Aileen felt her stomach tighten with excitement. She had been off the island a few times before today, but only on short trips across to visit the ‘big’ shop with her mother. These were the occasions when the travelling shop that came to their part of the island once a month let them down. Although Illaunmor wasn’t five hundred yards from the mainland, and there had been a bridge there since 1910, many of the islanders treated it like another country.


Island people were suspicious of everyone except their own and Aileen thought sometimes that was why her mother, a ‘blowin’ from the mainland, seemed unhappy living there.


Sometimes Aileen thought that her father didn’t just leave every summer to earn money, but was trying to escape the island itself.


Whatever the case, it didn’t matter now, because this summer, this glorious summer, she was going with him.


The gang was at the far side of the bridge already. Aileen had quizzed her brother on the journey and knew everyone in any case. The island was small and even if you lived in the remotest corner, as they did, and spoke to few people, as they did, news of the comings and goings of their fellow islanders seemed to carry on the very wind.


‘Carmel Kelly. Are you sure she is going, Paddy? Carmel is as sour as rhubarb – she’s hated me since school.’


‘She’ll like you well enough now that she’s sweet on your brother,’ Martin butted in.


‘Shut up, you with your big mouth,’ Paddy Junior, the elder of the two, roared, and gave his brother a belt on the arm, although, Aileen noticed, he was smiling a bit.


‘Michael Kelly was a fine thing in school too, as I remember,’ Aileen said. ‘He’ll be going as well, I suppose?’ She had no interest in Michael Kelly, only in keeping her brothers’ and father’s attention on herself.


‘We’ll have no more talk like that,’ her father said.


‘If that dirty scut Michael Kelly as much as looks at my sister, I swear I’ll flatten him stone to the ground,’ Martin growled.


Michael and Carmel Kelly were both there with their father, who was the gaffer of the Illaunmor group. Mick Kelly was the man who took on all dealings with the Scottish farmers. He was responsible for the management of the Irish workers – their wages, their food and accommodation. Although he was technically the foreman, Mick was more friend to everyone than boss, elected to be in charge by the group themselves as the most senior and experienced among them. They would be with each other every day and night over the following months, so it was important that the group got along. Aside from Carmel Kelly, there were three other girls that Aileen knew from school, all not too far off her own age, although she could not call any of them a friend. There was Attracta Collins, a quiet girl with blondish curls, with her father, Tom, and two brothers, Kevin and Noel; then Claire Murphy, Carmel’s cousin. She was noisy but plain and had a twin brother, Iggy, who was as crazy as his sister – though wiry and a little more attractive. Also there were brother and sister Noreen and James Flaherty – who Aileen barely knew. In the whole group there were more men than women, but Aileen hoped that between the four girls there, she would find a friend. Apart from the group stood one older woman, Biddy O’Callaghan – a spinster in her fifties who Aileen gathered would be the cook – or fore graipe – of the party.


Paddy was embarrassed to see that they were the last to arrive – especially given that most of the others had walked and not travelled by cart – so he hopped straight off to square things with Mick, whose son, Michael Kelly, in the meantime made a beeline for Aileen to help her off the cart.


Aileen thought Michael was a fine thing – large and square and handsome like her brothers – but by the time they reached the train station, Aileen was already fed up with him. She was anxious that she should get talking to the other girls. Not having sisters or female neighbours meant Aileen was uncertain of herself with women other than her mother. She was happiest of all in the company of her brothers, but they had made it clear that she was not to be hanging around them all summer. Paddy Junior and Martin had told her that while they would look out for her, she had to carve out her own place in the crew independent of them. Her mother, too, had instructed her to establish cordial relations with the other women straight away or she might have a difficult few weeks ahead: ‘Make sure you get in with the women early on,’ Anne had warned. ‘Girls can be poisonous, especially if you’re pretty. You’re better having them for than against you.’


‘What will I talk to them about?’ Aileen asked.


Her mother got flustered then. Anne herself had no friends that Aileen knew of, aside from her sister, who lived on the mainland. ‘Oh, I don’t know – dresses, boys?’


Aileen knew nothing about either. ‘Books?’


Although Aileen had left school at twelve, she had been schooled by her mother since then. Now, at sixteen, she had read every book in the travelling library ten times over. However, for all that she would get lost in the dark jungles of H. Rider Haggard or delight in the prim and petty machinations of Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, when she laid the book down on her lap, she would still be there in the dark kitchen looking across at her mother’s sad face staring into the fire and wishing for their men to come home. Oh, there were days on the beach when her brothers came back and would chase her across the golden sand. Tall and grown as the Dohertys were, they would throw great fistfuls of surf at each other and tease and shout and run like they all were still small children. But such days were gems in the chain of drudgery Aileen felt her life becoming. The same routines day after day, year after year: clearing the grate, setting the fire, baking the bread, putting on a pot for the dinner, stacking turf, whitewashing the walls, washing the same mugs and dishes, churning the same sheets and petticoats in the same worn buckets over and over again. The monotony broken only by her books and ticking off the days until the men came home, when the work would get greater, and the washing more diverse, but at least she would have their company.


Every year since she was ten and deemed old enough to be of use about the place, Aileen had begged her father to take her with them to Scotland. Every year he had said no. She was to stay and finish school. Aileen would not leave school until she was fully literate. Her mother had lost her two boys to the land, but she would not have her daughter left wanting for an education. When she finished school, she then found she had to stay at home and keep her mother company. How could she tell her father that her mother was no company without him, that she spent the summers mourning and moping like a widow?


So, every Sunday from the age of twelve, Aileen Doherty walked the four miles to and from Mass barefoot, carrying her pampooties in her pocket, so that God might reward her penance by allowing her to leave with her father and brothers.


Now her dream had finally come true and her mother had conceded to let her go. The last winter had been harsh and killed off their best cow and several of their hens. The extra couple of shillings Aileen could earn for the family could replace both.


Aileen loved stories and would read any kind of fiction she could find. Besides the novels she read, Aileen had been made to read the Holy Bible and The Home of Today, a modern English tome that had been gifted to her by her mother. As well as being an education in household management and cooking, The Home of Today also contained thrilling photographs of houses in England and America where everything ran on electricity and they even had machines that would suck dust up off the floor. In England, they needed them because there were carpets everywhere. Aileen wondered if there would be carpets on all the floors in Scotland. If there were, she would be happy to sleep on the floor.


‘I doubt any of them can even read,’ Anne had said haughtily of the other women in the group. ‘An educated woman is a rare thing – you remember that.’




So on the one hand, Anne wanted her to make friends with the women, and on the other, she was to look down her nose at them. Aileen knew this was why her mother did not have any friends. While the other women and their daughters stood around talking after Mass on a Sunday morning, she and her mother never joined them. Aileen knew that her mother courted her own loneliness and she worried that if she did not find a way of getting along with these girls, she might do the same. Although, in all honesty, she did not know where to begin.


For the entire walk to the station Michael Kelly, the big hefty lug, had plodded alongside her, creating a wall between Aileen and the other girls, who were chatting and laughing away with each other. She could not get past him as he gabbled nervously about this and that: farming and milking and mastitis. He was trying to impress her with talk of a motorized tractor belonging to his cousin who had a ‘fine big farm in Louth’. The stupid eejit. On the one occasion Aileen managed to look beyond his bulk, she saw Carmel and the other girls talking behind their hands and pointing. She clearly heard Noreen say, ‘The dowdy cut of that jacket!’ and although she dearly hoped they weren’t talking about her long, brown coat, she knew that they probably were.


The train was already waiting for them in the station, steam firing out from its underbelly. The station house was packed with families saying goodbye and others tripping over each other to get onto the platform. This was the start of the season and it seemed that everyone on the island was leaving for the farms of Yorkshire and Scotland.


Aileen pushed herself away from Michael and searched for her brother Martin, who had been just in front of her a moment ago. She had lost sight of him when a rich-looking town woman in a smart coat had walked between them. Panic began to well up in her at the thought of becoming separated from her father and brothers. The woman bent to pick up her case and at that moment Aileen saw her brother’s face turn as he called out her name. How could she have thought they would leave her behind? She almost knocked the woman down in her hurry to get to him, but as she grabbed her brother’s arm, he pulled it sharply away. He was still mad at her for not walking alongside them.


‘You’ll bring bad luck on us,’ he said. ‘I bet you didn’t even think of that, and you flirting with Michael Kelly like a prostitute – I’ve half a mind to throw you to the big amadaun.’


‘Don’t talk like that, Martin – can I sit with you on the train?’ She looked up at him and deliberately softened her eyes. She could always get round Martin: he was sensitive and he hated to see her cry. ‘I’ve never been on a train before.’ She squeezed both her hands into his folded elbows, which lay firmly across his chest, and coaxed her own slim arms into the gap. ‘I’m afraid. Please, Martin . . .’


They both knew she was playing him, but Martin was excited for his sister to be on a train for the first time and she knew that.


‘Come on, then,’ he said, and he hauled himself up onto the high step, taking her bag with him, and pulled her after him with his two hands.


They turned down a narrow corridor and her father poked his head out of a side carriage and waved them in. The carriage was small, with dark wooden panels and cushions built into the seats themselves. There was room for six – three on opposite sides. Seated opposite her father and their older brother, Paddy Junior, was the gaffer, Mick Kelly, and next to him was his daughter, Carmel. Attracta, the plain-looking girl with a large rear, was there too. Aileen had noticed that the pair of girls had stuck together on the walk down.


‘Carmel, push up there and let Aileen sit in next to you,’ Mick Kelly told his daughter.


Carmel was sitting opposite Paddy Junior, and from the way she was gazing across at her brother Aileen observed that she wanted to be sitting next to him. The handsome young man was looking intently out of the window, even though the train was still stationary.


‘Leave the girls where they are. Paddy, you get up and let your sister sit down.’


Paddy Junior couldn’t get out of the carriage fast enough, and, followed by his younger brother, went and sat in another carriage with the rest of the crew. By the look that Carmel gave her as Aileen sat in her handsome brother’s seat, she could guess why. Paddy Junior was tall and broad and a younger version of his father, with a face that seemed chiselled by God out of smooth rock. Even his sister could see he was a head-turner. Poor Carmel had limp mousy hair that hung down the sides of her flat, mournful face like a pauper’s shroud.


Almost immediately after he had left, a determined Carmel said, ‘I’d better go and find Michael,’ and started to move from her seat.


‘You’ll do no such thing,’ her father said. ‘Sit back down. We’ve ten hours ahead of us and I won’t lose that seat.’


Carmel plonked back down next to Attracta, who looked equally horrified on her friend’s behalf that her beau had fled. Aileen thought that the two of them resembled stunned fish and she could not help but smile a little. She hoped the two girls wouldn’t notice, but was certain, as she turned her face towards the window, that they had.


The train started with a jolt and a hiss.




‘We’re off,’ Paddy said.


Aileen gazed out in wonder as the world sped by, the edge of the fields turning to a blurred line of midnight blue, the faint glitter of fires from inside houses dotted around the vast purple shadows of the Mayo hills.


They saw the silhouette of a man standing out against a moonlit patch, watching the train pass, his face lit up with embers from his pipe.


‘There’s the Progressive Farmer,’ Paddy said.


‘How do you mean?’ Mick said, smiling already for the punch-line.


‘A man out standing in his own field.’


‘Well, that’s a good one, Paddy,’ Mick said. ‘That’s as good a one as ever I heard.’


Aileen wasn’t entirely sure what it meant, but she laughed anyway – from happiness perhaps. As the train rocked her body from side to side, she closed her eyes and leaned her cheek against the rough wool of her father’s coat. The musty smell of stale sweat and woodsmoke made her feel safe, as if she was at once away having this strange adventure but also still at home. Carmel and her catty looks didn’t matter. She was with her father and brothers, and that was all that mattered. In moments she was asleep.











Chapter Six


At Dublin Port, the crowd for the Glasgow boat was arranging itself into some sort of order before making its way down to the steerage part of the ship. Aileen was nervous of this stretch of the journey. Her brothers had warned her that this was the hardest part and, unlike at the train station, were in no hurry to get themselves on board. The third-class compartments were crowded, with no seating, and were next to the stalls transporting cattle to Scotland.


‘I slept next to a bullock last year,’ Martin told her. ‘I swear to God I thought he was going to eat me.’


‘Or worse,’ said Paddy Junior, laughing, although Aileen wasn’t sure what could be worse than being eaten by a bull.


Martin landed him a wallop on the arm. ‘Still, it was better than bunking down with your brother and him getting sick all over his shoes.’


‘I did not!’


‘Did so, you big alp!’


As her two idiot brothers locked themselves in an angry clinch, Aileen wandered away from them. There was a wind coming up, and although the steamer seemed like a large, solid vessel, she was not relishing spending the next twelve hours aboard it. She walked towards the edge of the dock and stood peering down into the narrow gap between the vast flat edge of the boat and the low sea wall. That was the sea down there. That deep, dirty expanse like a massive bog hole. In Illaunmor, the sea looked so different at its edge. On a still day, small simpering waves bubbled white and nibbled the sand. When God’s anger was up, the waves tore at the rocks and peeled back across them with an angry hiss.


The engines on the steamer were firing up, making a huge racket. A gust of steamy wind blew up through the dark, water-floored tunnel and Aileen leaned into it, pushing her hair back from her face to catch the breeze on her neck.


‘You are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen!’


She had not noticed the boy creeping up behind her and his loud words gave her such a fright that she almost fell into the water. She would have, in fact, if the wiry young man had not caught her arm and pulled her away from the edge just in time.


She turned and, even though he had been the cause of her almost falling in, even though she had got a fright, in the moment that she saw this stranger’s face she felt something peculiar happen inside her. It was as if her heart, which had kicked with the shock of almost falling in the water, had taken a second to turn itself to one side, as if about to ask a question.


Aileen noticed how close her feet were to the edge and her heart started thumping again. What had she been doing leaning towards the dark water like that?


The nearness of her fall hit her and she shouted, ‘What the hell are you doing?’ at the idiot who had shouted and nearly caused her to fall. Who was this boy who had sneaked up on her? She looked at him but found his searing blue eyes unsettling and had to look away again.


‘Saving your life,’ he said in a northern Irish accent.


‘By nearly killing me!’ she replied, incredulous at his stupidity. She held on to the feeling of being annoyed. She was afraid if she let it go, she might drown. Not in the water but some other way.


‘You shouldn’t have been standing so close to the edge.’


‘I wasn’t expecting somebody to shout in my ear!’ she screamed at him. The steamer was very loud.


‘I had to shout so you would hear me tell you that you are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen!’ he shouted in return.


She began to walk quickly back towards where her father and brothers were, but the boy stuck to her side.


‘You can’t have seen many girls, so . . .’


‘Maybe not,’ he said.


Aileen was cross to find herself feeling strangely disappointed at his concession, until he added, ‘Although I’ve seen enough to know you are one in a million.’


‘You’re stone mad,’ she said, although inwardly she felt weakened by the compliment. Nobody had ever spoken to her in that way before.


‘Were you going to jump in?’ he asked.


‘No, don’t be stupid. Why would I do that?’ she said.


‘If you had, I would have jumped in and saved you – I can swim.’


This boy was a worse fool than Michael Kelly! What kind of a soft idiot was she, having these silly warm feelings towards him? He would not shut up either, asking questions without giving her the chance to answer him: ‘What’s your name? Where are you from? No, wait – I bet you’re from Mayo?’


As she moved into the queue with her family, the boy was still there, badgering her. ‘You can go now,’ Aileen said, annoyed, with herself for the nagging notion in her stupid, stupid heart, but mostly that he had put her in the position of having to dismiss him in front of her father and brothers. ‘Please go away.’




‘Jimmy Walsh,’ the boy said, ignoring her request and holding his hand out to Paddy. ‘I assume you are father to the most beautiful girl in Ireland?’


Paddy looked at the wiry young man as if he had two heads, and Martin was already moving in. His fists curling, he snarled, ‘You heard my sister. She said, “Go away.”’


Jimmy ignored him and kept his blazing eyes firmly fixed on Paddy’s face, his hand outstretched and shaking somewhat with nervous energy. Aileen’s father could see from this Jimmy’s demeanour that he was smitten with his daughter. He also knew himself how immediately these things could happen, and as much as his big son Martin thought he could trash any man, lean lads could be as deadly to deal with – especially where affairs of the heart were concerned – and the last thing they needed before their long, arduous boat journey was a fight.


‘Paddy Doherty,’ he said, holding out his hand to the young man, who grabbed it gratefully and shook it a bit too vigorously, ‘and this is my younger son, Martin.’ Jimmy had a flash in his eyes that Paddy could not help but like, although it made him nervous. There was a kind of magic in the boy.


‘And this is my daughter, Aileen.’


‘Ignore him, Da – he’s not right in the head,’ said Aileen.


‘You got that right enough,’ said a round-faced, rather jolly-looking man who put his hands squarely on Jimmy’s shoulders. He in turn held his hand out to Paddy. ‘Sean Walsh from Aghabeg. This troublesome scallywag is my son, Jimmy.’


‘Paddy Doherty from—’


‘Illaunmor. Sure I would know you anywhere from your father’s face. He was a legend. My own da was out fishing with him many the time, and I along with them as a child.’


Paddy smiled weakly. He looked vulnerable and Aileen could see he was not quite sure what to make of this ebullient stranger having known his own father.


‘Ah yes – Donegal. He went there sometimes surely.’


‘He was a fine fisherman and he could handle himself in any weather, but then the sea only takes the very best for herself.’


There was an awkward pause before Paddy asked, ‘Are there many of you in it?’


‘Just the two of us,’ he said. ‘Aghabeg is small and few of us leave. Only me and the lad here are looking for a few extra shillings this year. We’re hoping to tag on to a crew at the other end – find one that’s short maybe. Otherwise, sure we’ll just head for Glasgow and take it from there. To be honest, Paddy, it’s been a long time since I did this. I’m not sure how it works anymore. I’d be grateful for any ideas.’


Paddy’s shoulders straightened with the challenge of being in charge. ‘I’ll introduce you to the foreman of our crew,’ he said. ‘Maybe we’ll squeeze two more in – your son looks like a fine worker, anyhow.’


‘You’re a gentleman, and you can tell him there’s a bit of graft left in this aul’ dog too,’ he jibed. ‘I’m not as old as I look.’


As Paddy walked away with Sean, Aileen turned to Jimmy and said, ‘Are you not going with them?’


‘No,’ he said. His arms folded as he stood in front of her.


‘Go on. Off you go,’ she insisted, waving her hand at him.


‘I am staying right here,’ he said. ‘By your side, Aileen. Forever.’


Then he closed his eyes and threw his head back and sang, starting quietly and getting louder, ‘Aileen, Aileen, my angel Aileen,’ to no tune in particular.


Martin, more embarrassed than disgusted, walked off. ‘He’s madder than a bag of cats.’


Aileen told Jimmy to be quiet, but he wouldn’t shut up. On and on he went singing out her name until a few of the people gathered about formed a circle round him and started clapping and whooping, encouraging him until the foolish boy fell down onto his knees in front of her and carried on. ‘Aileeeen! Aileen. I’m in love with an angel called Aileeeeen!’


She said, ‘Get up, you eejit – you’re making a show of me,’ but he would not stop and continued pleading and singing to her until, for all his silliness, Aileen found that she was laughing so hard she was breathless, and everything inside her filled suddenly with light.
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