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Dedication

For GS




Epigraph

Being with you and not being with you is the only way I have to measure time.

—JORGE LUIS BORGES

The past is but the beginning of a beginning

—H. G. WELLS
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Prologue

SUMMER 1991

MY DAUGHTER IS SUSPICIOUS. SHE SITS BESIDE ME IN THE TAXI, squinting at the mist of rain as we wind our way through the straggled outskirts of Cork City. ‘Who are we visiting?’ she asks again, but my heart is beating, leaping – I’m surprised not to see it bucking through my shirt – and my voice is caught up in my throat. The driver answers for me by turning in beside a sign: CONVENT OF THE SACRED HEART.

‘Not far now.’ He starts along the humped slope of the drive, and I stare out through the window at hedgerows, saplings overshot, cows, legs folded, fields green with wet. Fence posts flash past white; there’s a curve, a mesh of wire, and there it is: the home. ‘Here we are, right enough.’ The man gets out, and he lifts our bag from the boot.

I wait until the car has turned before ringing the bell. It shrills, and we can hear it, startling on the other side. When no one comes I ring again, longer, louder, and even before the drill of it has died I seize the handle, and I twist. ‘Hello?’ There is no hint of give, and so I bang a fist against the wood. ‘Hello!’ I shout, and would have gone on shouting if Freya hadn’t tugged at my coat.

I spin round for the car. It’s gone: there’s nothing but the plume of its exhaust, and desperate for what else there is to do, I see a gate in the fence and rush us both towards it.

‘Was no one there?’ Freya has to run.

I look back, and on the second floor, I catch the dim glow of a lamp.

The latched gate opens easily, and we find ourselves in a shaded glade of trees, a mulched path leading between pine and rhododendron, and in the distance, the low hum of the road. At the far end is a rectangle of lawn; beyond it, the ruins of a tower.

‘A castle!’

‘Wait!’ Around the edges of the lawn are black-encircled crosses. I bend to one, my breath caught high, but the graves are inscribed with the names of nuns. Sister Augustine. Mother Euphrasia. The most recent, Sister Gerarda, buried two years before. I speak the names, and wonder what it was that brought them to their vows. Poverty, chastity, obedience.

I saw a face, I’m sure of it, peering out beside the lamp.

On the castle wall there is a plaque:

IN REMEMBRANCE OF ALL BABIES WHO DIED HERE BEFORE OR SHORTLY AFTER BIRTH. I GATHER YOU IN YOUR FRESHNESS BEFORE A SINGLE BREEZE HAS DAMAGED YOUR PURITY.

‘Freya!’ But Freya has stepped inside and is standing with her hood up in a leak of rain.

We wait until the sky has cleared and walk back the way we came. A pale sun has broken through the cloud, and the house sits huge and solid in the light.

‘Excuse me!’ There is someone striding out. ‘Can I help?’ The nun is tall, white hair wisping on her upper lip. ‘It’s private property you’re on.’

I swallow and my heart skips, painful. ‘I was hoping for some information. I’d like to speak to someone who might know . . . my mother, she was here . . .’

Her eyes widen, and I see her flash a look across the knuckles of my hand. ‘Shame on you, dragging the child along.’

‘I’ve come from England to talk to—’

‘This is no talk for innocent ears. Now off with you.’ She ushers us, with unholy strength, past the front of the house, round to the side, and points us down the drive to the main road.

‘She was here.’

The nun stands squarely. ‘You’ll find you have it all mixed up.’

My blood rises, and I’m swirled round in a sea of red. ‘And so was I.’ I’m flailing, falling, holding out my arms, and when I’m steady, and my vision’s cleared, the nun has turned her back, and we are left alone.




Aoife

1939

I MET YOU AT A DANCE IN ILFORD. I SAW YOU AS SOON AS YOU walked in. Black hair, the curls oiled down, the flash of your green eyes. I was there with Clifford Bray, but as soon as he released me to step outside and smoke, there you were at my side. ‘Cashel Kelly.’ You put out your hand, and I took it as the music started. ‘“Begin the Beguine,”’ the bandmaster announced. Our own version of Cole Porter. And so we began.

You weren’t tall, I could look you in the eye in my new heels, but you were strong, and you could dance. We swooped away to the lilt of the trombone, the clarinet smooth, talking, pleading, as we floated around the room. I’ll never end, it told us, peeping high and low, two voices, mine and yours, and then the trumpets blasted and the notes slid into a swing and we were roaring, laughing, our fingertips on fire. Next was that dreadful song by Eddy Duchin about not waiting till Christmas to be good, and we were arranging ourselves, ready to start again, when I felt a hand on my arm. My eyes must have closed, because I remember the surprise as they snapped open and there was Clifford.

I’ll take over now, thank you. Cliff was always the gentleman, always polite, I think I only agreed to marry him because he asked so nicely, but politeness, that was never your style. Your face darkened and your grip tightened, but I looked at you, and I gave you a sign. What was it? I’m not sure I know, but you understood, and you released your hold.

Who’s your new friend? Clifford held me, stiff and disapproving, as we clinked round the room.

Just someone . . . How could I explain? Someone I know. We left early. Cliff was working the next morning, and he wanted to drop me home. I had a room with Mrs O’Shea on the Broadway, and he had to get to Epping, where he lived with his mother.

I didn’t see you again till the New Year. I’d been home. Spent a week on the farm at Kilcrea, and when I got back – I’d warned Clifford I’d be tired from the ferry, sitting up all night on a wooden seat, and I was tired, but then when Eileen asked, did I want to come to the dance, I’d be lying if I didn’t wonder . . . maybe . . . what if you were there? I hardly dared look up as I stepped in. I was wearing a red dress. If you’ve two eyes in your head you’ll see me, that’s for sure, but you didn’t come over, not at first. We waited out the first dance. Eileen was hoping to set up with a fella she’d met, a lad from Dun Laoghaire, not that that ever worked out. They were playing ‘At Long Last Love’, and we were mouthing the words, ‘Is it an earthquake, or simply a shock? Is it the good turtle soup or merely the mock?’

And there you were. Your eyes bright. I don’t think I waited for Eileen to find her man, I was away with you, sweeping round the room, and no one this time to tell us to break it up. Eva, you murmured into my ear, and I didn’t have the heart to set you straight: Aoife – the name is pronounced Eefa. Hadn’t I said it a hundred times since arriving in England? But I didn’t want my voice to come out sharp.

I wrote a note to Clifford the next day to say the crossing was desperate rough, I was the colour of the sea still, but needed nothing – I didn’t want him knocking with powders – only a rest and some weak tea which Mrs O’Shea was kind enough to supply. I’ll be well enough, God willing, I told him, to start back at work Monday. Do you remember I used to dress the window at that department store in Kensington? Pontings. Closed down now. Then I took myself to Confession and was given three Hail Marys for my lies.

YOU WANTED TO BE MARRIED that first summer, in June. It was the talk of war that was hurrying people up, but Mavis announced that she’d be marrying in June, although she and Bob had been courting five years and could have tied the knot at any time. But Mavis was the boss. We set a new date, September 9th, and didn’t Chamberlain announce that very week we were now at war with Germany? This time you wouldn’t cancel. Your sister could interrupt your plans, you said, but not Hitler. So the service went ahead, and lovely it was too, with Joan and Doris in palest pink. They wanted to wear those awful buttercup affairs they’d worn for Mavis, with the sash bows at the back, but I wasn’t having that. I bought a roll of crêpe de Chine and we started again. Hundreds of tiny buttons. Spain was out. Too dangerous to travel, so instead we treated ourselves to two nights at the Strand Hotel. Squeeze my hand if you remember. What a two nights they were. The first morning you wouldn’t let me out of your arms. What about breakfast, isn’t it included? I thought someone might come and thump on our door, and you laughed and said that if I cared so much what people thought, we’d go and have our tea and toast and then get back into bed. There was raspberry jam, and strawberry jam, and the butter was moulded into shells, and in the years that followed, when there was hardly a raisin to sweeten a scone, I’d think of that breakfast and wish I’d eaten more.

I’d been engaged before, twice as it happens, and you weren’t going to let me forget it. What stopped you marrying that Dennis fellow, then, or Clifford Bray? You didn’t miss a chance to remind me. But the truth was that I’d never really known them. Maybe that would have come later. Or maybe not. But either way the Good Lord had other plans.

That first month after the wedding we lived with your family. We were glad then to have had those two nights at the Strand because I was put in to sleep with Isabelle – your mother – while you were in the box room. I would have crept in beside you if I’d not been so afraid of Mavis, all settled in with her new husband, in the big room at the front. I was still working for Pontings, that was a lovely job, and you had work as an engineer. Trained for it, to step into your father’s shoes. Cashel Kelly. You were named for him. Dead before you were born. But it wasn’t until we had Rosaleen that I thought of Isabelle, a stranger in this country, four little ones, and not a bit of help.

We’d have stopped in Ilford for the duration of the war if there’d been a bedroom for us, and then didn’t my brother Joe write to say he’d taken on the lease of the Bull and Gate in Islington, and there he was when we dropped round, Elsie all togged up and leaning on the bar. You saw a future for us then. How hard could it be to run a pub? The beauty of it – we’d never have to be apart. Men were being called up – boys, at least – and within a week you’d volunteered for the fire service, and that was it. You’d stay at home.

It didn’t take long to find our pub. The couple who ran it were keen to get away. Off to Devon, they were. Her nerves were shot from the first war, and she wasn’t going through it again. We signed the papers then and there, and afterwards we stayed and had a drink. Met the locals. Brixton. The shopping capital of the south. Lovely big houses out along the main road, and down by the station the first street in London to be lit by electric light. We stayed till after closing, and even then we were too excited to go home, couldn’t sit still long enough to board a bus, and so we walked, our arms linked, listening, waiting for what was to come.

IF I CLOSE MY EYES even now, Cash, I can feel it, your first kiss. We were outside the dance hall and you had hold of my hand, and as we said our goodbyes you pressed your lips against my hair. A heat went through me, over in a flicker, but the imprint of it stayed. Bye then, I said, all breezy, and as I walked away I put a hand up to my temple and felt the burn of it right there. It woke me, I didn’t know I’d been asleep, travelled through my skin and down into the pit of me. I could blush to say it, a fire raged so fierce I was hardly able to keep still. What’s with you, you dope? That’s what they said to me at Pontings, because I was away with you, wondering how it might feel, whatever came next. Give me a sign, Cash, if you remember our night in the Strand Hotel. There was me, sitting up in bed. No wonder God declared this to be a sin before marriage, or we’d all have been at it, day and night.

It’s not always like this, that’s what you said, it can be a sordid business, if it’s not right. I thought of Clifford Bray, and his politeness, and I wriggled down and lay against your chest. It was only later did I think: How do you know? But it wasn’t expected that the men resist, it was only the girls who had to wait. Cash? I’ll whisper it to you – that night in the cellar with the sirens wailing, the place to ourselves for once with Margaret away visiting her sister, that’s when I gave up being careful. What was the use when none of us might get through to the morning? One in the eye for Hitler. I didn’t buy into that. But I knew straight away, when silence fell, and we wandered out into the sulphur and the smoke and there was one star glinting high above us in the dark. We clung together and gave our thanks, and for all that I’d determined I’d not bring a child into this world, not till the war was over, I knew we’d made a start.

* * *

Rosaleen was quiet as they boarded the train. She sat by the window and looked out. No, she shook her head at the offer of a sandwich, again no to a drink. It was a long slow journey from Harrogate to London. By Leeds the girl had still not said a word. ‘I spy with my little eye’ – Cashel leant forward in his seat – ‘something beginning with . . .’

‘She’s too small,’ Aoife whispered, although of course Rosaleen could hear. ‘She won’t know her letters, she’s only just turned four.’ She moved closer to the girl. ‘Something the colour of . . .’ She glanced around and her eyes lit on the leather bag Elspeth Stead had packed for her. It was the same bag Aoife had handed over when Rosaleen was three months old, and inside were the clothes she’d sent up to her over the years. There was the winceyette nightdress with the pink sprigged flowers and the ribbon bows, and a cardigan she’d paid Mrs Winstanley next door to run up in double-knit wool to keep her warm through that last freezing winter. She’d knitted a doll too, for today, with embroidered eyes and mouth, which she’d handed her when she arrived. ‘Will you keep it with you for the journey home?’ Aoife had asked, but that too was met with a shake of the head. No.

‘I’ll give you a clue,’ Aoife tried. ‘It’s inside the carriage.’

Rosaleen kept her eyes on the passing fields.

When they reached Leicester, Aoife and Cashel ate the sandwiches they’d brought with them, although they kept one back, with a glug of tea, in case the child woke. Aoife’s fingers itched to draw her down across her lap, lay a palm on her forehead, admire the shell of her ear. Instead she unwound the scarf she had around her neck, and, folding it into a square, she slid it between the window and her daughter’s cheek. A wave of satisfaction threatened to engulf her, and when she met Cash’s eye and he nodded his approval, she had to stop herself from turning to her neighbour, to everyone in the carriage, and telling them: I’m her mother, do you know? This is my girl, Rosaleen Mary. But the man beside her had only one leg, his crutch sticking out into the aisle, and two young women, thin and pale, shared the seat opposite. They looked over at her, sour, and Aoife glanced away. Of course they must be thinking why didn’t she lift the girl on to her lap, make room for someone deserving, but the child had a fierceness about her, and she couldn’t risk it.

It wasn’t until they pulled into King’s Cross that Rosaleen’s eyes flew open. She looked round, wild, as if she might run, but it was dark outside, shadows reflected in the windows, porters with cases, soldiers in uniform, groups of children herded along.

‘Almost home now.’ Aoife put a hand on her arm.

There was talk of a taxi, but the crowds in the station, the queue out by the rank, lost them their courage. We’ll get the bus, they decided, and without warning Cash took hold of the girl, hoisted her up into his arms and ran with her across the street.

‘Wait for me, you two!’ Aoife was exultant.

‘Would you like to sit upstairs?’ Cash asked as they clambered aboard, and gentle as anything, he set her down.

‘I would not.’ Rosaleen stuck her chin out. It was the first time they’d heard her speak since she left Yorkshire, since she’d said goodbye to Elspeth Stead.

‘So we’ll sit downstairs.’ Aoife could see two seats near the back, and taking courage from Cashel’s example, she lifted the girl on to her knee.

‘I’ll sit over there.’ Rosaleen wriggled down. There was an empty seat over the way beside a foreign man, a hat like Cash’s tipped back on his head.

Cash grabbed her wrist. ‘No, young lady,’ he said. ‘You’ll sit where you’re told.’

‘This is your daddy,’ Aoife tried. Maybe the girl was muddled.

‘He’s not my daddy.’ For a four-year-old she was full of scorn, and she pulled away. ‘He’s my daddy.’ She pointed, and before they could stop her, she was away over the floor of the moving bus and had climbed up on to the seat beside the stranger.

Cash’s fury threatened to derail him. ‘Leave her’ – Aoife held his arm – ‘she doesn’t know what she’s saying.’

There were twenty-seven stops before they reached Brixton. Aoife had counted them that morning, in the long-ago time when it was her and Cash. A swirl of nausea caught hold of her, and she closed her eyes, and to distract herself from the creep of sickness, she pictured the delight in Rosaleen’s face when they told her that before too long she’d have a brother or a sister. There was a new bed too, in a room all of her own, and Mrs Winstanley had made curtains. In Harrogate she’d not had her own room. She’d slept in with Mrs Stead, not that Aoife went upstairs, just once when the girl had mumps, and there she was, swollen and lost among the pillows, with Mrs Stead’s stockings – had she forgotten she was coming? – hanging over the side of the chair. Mostly they sat in the parlour that didn’t look as if it was used from one year’s visit to the next, and she spent the hours attempting to coax her daughter on to her knee. She’d taken ribbons for her hair, long and thickly waving even by the age of three, yellow ribbons to plait into the ends, but the girl would not stay still. She wanted to be out, racing away across the country with the cowman’s son, his neck and ears grubby as the earth. Aoife took a breath and remembered herself sweeping the yard, washing down the doorstep, forking straw from the chicken coop, all so she’d be free to tear across the fields with her brothers, where they’d make their own fun over at the creek, or climb into the hay barn and lie in hollows of warm hay, shrieking as they pushed each other off a precipice of bales. She could smell the hot, dry smell of the twine, feel the itch of it in her nose, but hadn’t she got away from all of that? Put herself into college. Walking across those same fields to catch the train from Killumney into Cork, studying, taking jobs, anything that would fit around her classes, saving up her fare to London, avoiding marrying the first one who asked, waiting, waiting, for a man who might rise up in the world with her, make a better future, work hard for their children – not a filthy horde running wild, like this one – but who would get everything that was for the best, good food, smart clothes, an education, a job that meant she’d not be stuck at home, cutting peat from the bog, swabbing floors, old at thirty-five – her mother – with nine children, and those the ones that had survived.

The bus rattled to a stop and, shaken, Aoife twisted around, expecting to find Rosaleen vanished, but there she was, although the man – where had he even come from? – was gone. She eased her hand from her husband’s. ‘Is there room on that seat for your mummy?’ she asked, and the girl looked up, her eyes flecked with fear, and with the smallest quiver of her lip, she nodded.

They sat side by side, not speaking. Four years was too long. Aoife cursed the war, the greed of it, crossing herself as she did so, and thanking God in his wisdom to see fit that they’d survived.

‘Are you getting off, then?’ It was Cashel. ‘Or will you wait and travel back to King’s Cross?’ Aoife looked into his face and smiled, and before the child had time to protest they had hold of a hand each and they were swooping her down the step and out on to the street.




Rosaleen

SUMMER 1959

ROSALEEN KNEW FELIX LICHTMAN WAS DANGEROUS. THAT WAS what she liked about him. ‘Will you have a drink?’ he asked, and before she could answer he’d ordered her a Kir Royale. They’d talked, pressed against the bar of the French pub, and whatever she told him, he wanted more: her family, the move to Ireland, the girl who helped her mother with the paying guests – Frances – one of seventeen surviving who lived in a two-room cottage on the border of their land. She told him the farm had been her parents’ dream; they’d saved the whole of her lifetime, running the Black Horse in Brixton, her father spending every hour between shifts studying Farmers Weekly.

‘And now they’ve gone and left you here . . .’ Felix Lichtman creased his eyes.

‘My father, he’s still . . .’ He mustn’t think she’d been abandoned. ‘I told them I had to finish . . .’ She couldn’t say school, not here, in Soho. ‘We still have the pub, till Daddy sells the lease . . .’ Her body felt heavy with the dread of that. ‘And then I’ll be going to join them, I suppose, unless . . .’

‘Unless?’ She could feel the heat of him through the fine cloth of his clothes.

A tall man pushed in beside them. Felix turned to him and spoke, and as he did, he reached across and laid his hand on hers. The other man leant forward, intent on telling him some news. Felix’s grip tightened, his thumb pressing warm against her wrist. Rosaleen sipped her drink and did her best to appear calm, breathing in the babble of the room, the doors swinging open on to the street, stray drinkers gathered on the pavement. Her father would be home by now, bleary from the boat train. She’d better not stay out too late, although Margaret would be there to cover for her, telling him what a grand girl she’d been, studying all the hours, going out only once with her friend Michele.

‘We could go somewhere for a bite?’ Felix had turned to her. ‘If you’re hungry?’

Rosaleen nodded, not because she was hungry but because she felt herself hypnotised, her pulse quivering, sparks like darts storming up inside her, and as they snaked their way through the crush of people, his hand on her, she dreaded the moment when he would, by necessity, let go. But he didn’t let go. He held on to her along the street, through the bright glass-patterned door of a restaurant, steering, as if her life depended on it, which quite possibly it did, towards a table where she gratefully sank down.

‘Are the oysters fresh in today, Henry?’ Felix smiled up at the waiter.

‘They are, Mr Lichtman, come in this afternoon.’ Felix raised his eyes to Rosaleen, and when she nodded, he said they’d have two dozen, and a bottle of champagne.

All food should be like this, she thought, as sunshine and sea brine slipped down inside her, and she reached for another oyster and tipped it up.

‘So’ – Felix was smiling – ‘what will you do, when you find a way to stay?’

‘In London?’ She took a sip of champagne. ‘I’d like to be a journalist,’ although really, and she told him this, she’d wanted to be a dancer. Her parents would never . . . they were thinking she might work in a bank! She had to stop herself jumping up from the table and doing a cha-cha-cha right there in the room. A one, and a two, and a . . . His eyes encouraged, and as she looked into the amused blue of his irises, she gulped another oyster, the rawness of it filling her with courage, and confided how she’d been taking classes on a Saturday, paying with money saved from shifts behind the bar. As she talked she felt him with her, travelling towards Covent Garden, tugging on her silver leotard, lacing her shoes. There was nothing like that at the convent, she told him, and she nearly choked on the flute of the champagne as it struck her there were girls at St Joseph’s now, rows of them, tucked into their metal beds, some of them as young as four, crying for their mothers, who couldn’t know, surely, what a desperate place it was.

‘Hey.’ Felix’s hand was stretched across the table, his fingers moments from her own. ‘Where were you?’

‘Nowhere.’ She felt herself chilled, and she looked at him and took a quick sip to bring herself into the glittery now.

FELIX HAD TWO ROOMS at the top of a building opposite the British Museum. You pushed through a heavy door and climbed, and climbed, until your legs were screaming. ‘What will you do when you’re old?’ Rosaleen laughed as she followed him up, the scuffed soles of his shoes slipping away above her, and she bit her lip because, of course, he was already old.

‘What will I do?’ He seized her round the waist, and he said there’d be so little time, he’d run up faster.

There were no curtains in the flat, and the rooms were full of sky. There was almost no furniture – a narrow bed, a chair, one leg of which was loose – but it was crowded none the less with Felix’s work. You could smell it as you neared the landing, the reek of stone and scorching, and as soon as the door opened it enveloped you. In the first room was a stone figure of a man, one knee bent to form a hollow, his mouth open in a roar. The other room was full of animals – frogs, owls, foxes – their bodies mottled, their eyes unnaturally large. Rosaleen turned to survey Felix – what could he possibly expect her to say? – but he was filling a kettle, spooning tea leaves into an old pot, and when the tea had brewed he eased up the sash window and lifted in a pint of milk. ‘May I offer you a drop?’ he asked in his elegant old-world accent, and she thanked him, although really she knew that she should leave. The cup he handed her was white and fluted, there was no sign of its saucer, and she sipped from it, spitting small swelling leaves into her hand.

‘That’s it.’ He nodded slowly, his eyes on the work, and when the tea was drunk he escorted her down the stairs, flinging up his arm at an approaching taxi, instructing the driver to take her home to Brixton, pressing the fare into her palm.

* * *

That summer the sandstone pillars of the museum, illuminated, acted as a lamp, filling the rooms of Felix’s flat with stripes and pools of light. ‘Will you go to hell?’ Felix lay propped on an elbow the first night she stayed, and she watched the smooth planes of his face and said she supposed she might, if she didn’t go to confession first. ‘Well then’ – his mouth was warm against her ear – ‘it had better be worth it,’ and he kissed her, travelling the length of her body, setting off small sparks and shudders of desire.

The next morning Rosaleen was woken early. She lay still, unsure why she was lying alone in this bright room, with no one for company but the back of a stone man, and then, with a sharp pang of remembering, she looked up at the ceiling. There was Reverend Mother, her eyes brimming with disgust. Will you look at yourself? You always were a rotten one, and she assured her there’d be punishment to come. ‘Felix?’ Rosaleen wrapped a shirt around her and, walking through to the next room, found him chiselling a block of granite. Who carried that up here? she wanted to ask, but his back was rigid with intent and she didn’t like to disturb him. Instead she washed herself at the sink, slapping cold water under her arms, between her legs, using the shirt to dry herself.

She made tea as he did, heating water on the gas, lifting in the milk, considering what she would do if she were to live here with him. A small table by the window, another chair. She imagined the two of them sitting on either side, a candle lit, a dish of cauliflower cheese – it was the one thing she felt confident about cooking. I’d buy new cups – she inspected the stained brown chips of these – but then she thought of her parents, the silver service saved for best, smothered in its velvet box, and she decided she’d buy nothing at all.

‘Here.’ She offered him a cup, and he looked at her and his face cleared.

‘Rosaleen!’ Had he forgotten she was there? His smile had mischief in it, his eyes were full of unspoken words, and he leant in towards her, and setting the tea aside, he led her back to bed.

FOR WEEKS, and then a month, she spent her every spare minute with Felix. When she wasn’t standing beside him in the French pub, or eating oysters in his favourite restaurant, she roamed with him through London, examining carvings and statues, seeing the monuments of the city with new eyes. She learnt how Eros had spent the war in Egham, had only been restored to his Piccadilly plinth in 1947, and how when this small winged god had been erected he’d not been Eros at all, but his twin brother Anteros, a symbol of selfless love. But whatever his name, and no one could take the trouble to remember Anteros, the statue had been so ridiculed that its creator was driven to financial ruin and had emigrated to Bruges. In Trafalgar Square they’d examined the four lions that surrounded Nelson’s Column, cast from bronze by Landseer, an artist renowned for horses and dogs, and had made an expedition to the City to inspect two golden unicorns guarding an apothecaries’ hall. He’d taken her to look at an Edwardian pub sign, swinging from its bracket, the sinister face of a fiddle-playing cat crossing its eyes at them, and in turn she’d risked a visit to her own pub, its name carved in the stone parapet above her bedroom window. They’d stood on the far side of the street, in the shade of an awning, and much as he’d threatened to cross and examine the gold letters – HENEKEY AND CO’S PORT WINES AND MADEIRAS – and to explore the side alley with its amusing name of Beehive Lane, she’d begged him to stay hidden.

SUMMER WAS TAILING TO AN END when Rosaleen hurried along the High Street, the heels of her new boots clipping as she skirted the crowds at the entrance to the market. She glanced back at three West Indians, smoking as they leant against a wall, so handsome, so sharp, she caught her breath. ‘Excuse me, sorry.’ She pushed her way through a knot of women huffing up the hill, and fearful that anyone might know her as the daughter of the man who’d placed the sign NO BLACKS, NO DOGS in the window of his pub – would have scrawled ‘no Irish’ if his wife hadn’t been Irish herself – she kept her head down and ran.

It wasn’t easy running in high heels. She should have kept her old shoes on, tatty amongst the rustle of the boots’ white paper, but once she’d seen herself, tall and straight in the shop mirror, she didn’t want to take them off. ‘You like them?’ Felix had asked. He was standing behind her, and she’d met his eye and seen that, more importantly, he liked them. He liked her. ‘I do.’ She was still standing, admiring the brown suede, the zip so neat against her calf, when he went to the till and paid.

‘And what time do you call this?’ Daddy glanced up at the clock, set fast to wish away the drunks, and she saw to her relief that there were still ten minutes till opening.

‘I’ll change.’ She moved towards the stairs.

‘A word with you, young lady.’ He stepped out from behind the bar.

‘Yes?’ She held her head up and found she could look him in the eye.

His face turned red, his hand sprang up, and before she could back away he’d slapped her, hard, across the ear. She staggered, one ankle buckled, but she stood her ground. ‘Is that all you have to say?’ She held his stare, and it wasn’t until she was in her room that she allowed herself to cry.

All evening Rosaleen worked, clearing glasses, replacing spirits as the bottles emptied. She poured a pint of Guinness for Mr Moynihan, who sat on his same stool, and served a pickled egg to Tim O’Doyle, who had no one to feed him now his wife had run off home.

‘So what’ll happen to Frank here’ – Moynihan wiped the froth of Guinness from his lip – ‘once the establishment is sold and himself away to Ireland?’ Frank was her mother’s youngest brother. Twelve months in, and he still had the same surprised look as when he’d first arrived.

Frank shrugged, although he must have thought about it, and continued counting out the change.

‘He should marry Margaret’ – O’Doyle nodded – ‘then they could keep the old place going.’

Frank’s face blazed.

‘So how’s yourself this evening?’ O’Doyle turned his attention to Rosaleen. She had her admirers among the regulars, although there were some, more than others, that she dreaded.

‘Be civil,’ her father hissed as he passed her with a pair of dripping pints.

‘I’m grand, thank you.’ She smiled swift in his direction and moved through to the saloon bar where there was a party of four, dressed in their finery, the women with matching shoes and bags, ready for a refill.

As Rosaleen sliced lemon and scooped ice into glasses, she considered how Felix might fit in. Would he choose the saloon bar, or sit with the working men next door? Neither, she thought, and smiled. Or both. It was what was most remarkable about him. He didn’t fit, and yet he was comfortable anywhere at all.

‘And something for yourself,’ O’Doyle called after her as she took the money for another pint, and she added a tomato juice and put the price for it on a shelf. Always choose something inexpensive, Margaret had told her, but not the very cheapest; that would offend. She’d smiled at her then: We don’t want that. Margaret was small and freckled. Her hair, which she wore parted to one side, was dark and light as straw. She had a strong flat body, with bowed legs under her flowered dress, and never once had Rosaleen thought of her even needing to be married. She looked differently at her Uncle Frank as she passed him in the galley between bars, and catching her staring, he blushed and his ears, two jug handles on either side of his head, tinted red.

When every last customer had gone, her father sat himself at the table by the fire and took out his glasses. ‘Young lady.’ He sounded cheerful enough.

Rosaleen draped a towel over the pump and slid her tips into the pocket of her skirt. ‘Daddy?’

He had a whisky in a cut-glass tumbler and the smell of it was high as peat. ‘Young lady,’ he said again, and she saw his good humour was a trap. She dropped her eyes, and there it was, a pale blue sheet of paper printed with squat words.

‘Dear Mr Kelly,’ he began to read. ‘I thought it would be of interest to know your little girl is thought to be carrying on with an unsuitable person. A foreigner, twice her age – dirty fellow, taking advantage I should say – and if it was my daughter, I’d want to know.’ He looked at her over the top of his glasses. ‘Ask her if she was up West, at dinner last Thursday evening with a Mr Felix Lichtman, a Jew of no known occupation, and see if she denies it.’

Rosaleen held his hard green stare. ‘It isn’t even signed.’

‘Right from the start, disobedient, rude, and now . . . What will I tell your mother?’ He raised himself up on his stool, and if it wasn’t for Margaret sallying in with her broom, she was sure he would have knocked her to the floor.

‘It’s not your business.’

‘It’s my business, all right. You’ll see.’

Rosaleen took off her apron and hung it on a peg, and as slowly as she could, she walked out through the double doors.

* * *

The Loreto convent was opposite the sea on the road leading out of Youghal. It was tucked into the hillside, a long low building, the nuns’ accommodation at one end, the girls’ at the other. ‘It’s not so bad,’ Angela told her, ‘now that we don’t have to board, and anyway, it’ll only be a year, and you’ll be done.’

It was raining, a fine, light September rain, and Angela and Rosaleen had walked on to the beach. The tide was out, and there was a stretch of treacly sand. They reached the edge of it and looked back across the road and up at the school.

‘Sure.’ Rosaleen felt a stab of irritation. Nothing was ever too bad for her sister, not even St Joseph’s, about which she’d set off such a storm, begging her parents to take her away, refusing to return when they let her home for Christmas. ‘I won’t go back,’ she’d tried, ‘unless you make Angela go too.’ She’d known they never would – wasn’t it Angela that they’d kept close, no scratchy knitted pullovers sent up to Yorkshire to remind her who they were – but when January came, and the date of the new term, there was her sister, four years old, her stub nose and halo of dark curls, ready with her case.

‘Better now?’ Her mother’s voice was ice, and Rosaleen had hung her head because she’d always known that having Angela with her wouldn’t help. She’d be put in with the babies, at least until she was five, and the babies lived in their own separate house with their own babies’ nuns.

‘The food is nice,’ Angela said now, ‘and Sister Antony, you’ll see, she’s about a hundred, but she’s—’

Rosaleen walked away, the footprints of her treasured boots evaporating in the sand. ‘They’re all bitches,’ she threw over her shoulder. Flushing, Angela crossed herself before hurrying to catch her up.

Their parents were waiting in the back bar of the Moby Dick. ‘So, you’ve found someone to take over that pub of yours then, Mr Kelly?’ The landlord nodded to Daddy as he drained his glass.

‘Aye, that I have.’ He rested his eyes on Rosaleen as if it was her and her alone who had forced him to take the lower offer.

‘Mrs Kelly here’s been doing a fine job with the farm, or so I hear.’ The barman winked. Was this somehow improper? Rosaleen looked at her mother, her hair newly set, a tiny fleck of lipstick smudged against a tooth. ‘A capable one you’ve got there.’

‘Well, stands to reason – the woman was raised on a farm. Up at Kilcrea.’

‘The Herlihy place?’

‘The same.’

The barman leant across and called to her that only last week he was out at Kilcrea, collecting a kitten for his youngest girl.

Aoife smiled coolly. ‘That’ll be my brother Jim’s place so.’ She tilted her chin and gave her new smart hair a little shake, as if to say, I’ve had a life over in England and I might be back, but I’m not the local girl I was.

‘Aoife Herlihy!’ An older man glanced up from his Guinness. He peered at her, and his worn face brightened. ‘I remember you, walking into that shebeen down by the docks. No women allowed, but Aoife Herlihy, back from London, the clothes on her, there wasn’t a man, let me tell you . . .’

A rage of love and fury swelled Rosaleen’s throat. Why couldn’t she see that woman: back from London! But before another word was spoken, Daddy placed himself between her and the bar. ‘Have you met my wife Eva Kelly? I’m not sure that you have?’

‘Is that right?’ The man folded himself back over his pint, and the talk turned to farming, the weather, and the mart.

‘What shebeen was that then?’ Rosaleen asked as they drove home.

‘Don’t be getting any ideas, young lady.’ Daddy scraped the gears.

‘It was my brother’s bar, in Cork, that’s all it was.’ Her mother gave her that, but as she had so many brothers it was of little help.

‘I’m feeling sick.’ It was Kitty, who’d been in the car all this while, gobbling down lemonade.

‘We’ll not be long.’ Their mother stretched a hand to her youngest girl, and Angela, who hated anyone to vomit, wound down her window and stuck her own head out.

Daddy made a piffling sound as if they were all too much of an irritation, and they stayed like that, in silence, till they drove in through the gates of Barraghmore and parked in front of their new home.

Lord save me! Rosaleen said to herself as she stamped up to her bedroom, and she counted the months from September round to June, when she’d be finished with school forever, when her parents would have no hold on her, and she’d be free.

* * *

Rosaleen had the room above the kitchen, in the old part of the house. It was low-ceilinged and looked out over the farmyard, with its own crooked staircase that led up from the back hall. Her sisters had the smart rooms at the front, on either side of the landing, but what did Rosaleen expect when she’d stayed behind in London?

‘Come on down.’ Kitty was banging on the door. ‘Mummy says to come now, the dinner’s on the table.’ Rosaleen didn’t answer. She was reading her letter, and she was not to be disturbed. She’d read it before, that morning when she’d snatched it from the mat, and then again as soon as she’d come in, but now she wanted the words – the jumping, wildly pleasing shapes of them – needed to breathe them in like air. ‘Are you even in there?’ Her sister’s voice had trickled to a whine. Defeated, she slipped the letter into its envelope, taking a quick moment to admire it – Rosaleen Kelly, Barraghmore – and sighed her way downstairs.

Everyone was seated when she came in. ‘And what time do you call this, young lady?’ Daddy, as so often, was spoiling for a fight. Rosaleen ignored him. She pulled out a chair on the far side of the table, and bent over her soup. It was oxtail and the nubby knots of . . . was it really tail? caught unpleasantly in the broth, but she knew better than to leave it. If there was one thing that her father could not abide, and there were many, it was his daughters toying with their food. Spoon after spoon was swallowed as she thought of her small, determined self – I only like white meals – not knowing it was a sin, and from nowhere her elbow – also a sin – was smacked away from under her. You’ll eat what’s in front of you. But she couldn’t eat it, and so she’d sat all afternoon at the table until Margaret had tiptoed in and secreted the greying meat and the green mound of cabbage into the pocket of her skirt.

‘How was your mathematics test?’ It was her mother, her arched eyebrows hopeful.

‘Fine.’ Rosaleen was nearly through the soup, could see the glassy bottom of the bowl.

‘Is that it?’ Her father was leaning in towards her. ‘Is that all we’re going to get?’

‘What do you want?’ She couldn’t help herself, she was a mirror of his snarl. ‘Take the square root of eighty-one, divide it by seventeen . . . It was boring. It’s done.’

Kitty, her littlest sister, giggled, but Angela, who loved Rosaleen with a fear, choked on her spoon. Daddy leant across and thumped her on the back, so hard the piece of oxtail that had been troubling her flew out across the table. ‘Praise the Lord.’ Mummy dropped her napkin over it, and Rosaleen, seeing her chance to avoid the last greasy mouthful, cleared the bowls. The next course was already served: one chop, a mound of mashed potato, a spoonful of carrots, arranged in the warming oven of the Aga. Mummy, with her heatproof hands, lifted out each plate, and Rosaleen set them down.

Through the rest of the meal her father talked about the farm. One of the men might have to be let go. He, himself, never would have hired him, could spot a slacker at a glance, but he’d come with the land, so what was to be done? He’d need another hand with milking. The Charolais were giving a good yield. Cream two inches thick. ‘Eva, for God’s sake, woman, are you listening?’

Mummy jumped. ‘Of course I’m listening, what else would I be doing?’ She nodded after that with every word and made encouraging clucks, while the three girls sawed at their meat and stabbed at the soft flesh of their carrots.

‘Kitty?’ Her mother deemed it safe to rise. ‘There’s a pet, help me with the sweet.’ And because it was Friday, with the worst of the week over, she brought out a jelly from the pantry: lime, with a tin of nectarines set into it. Kitty, who, to be fair, was only nine, made a great show of bringing the dessert bowls to the table, and her mother served, and Angela handed them round.

Rosaleen could hardly face another thing, but she knew better than to say so. Slowly she sucked at the cool, fluorescent jelly, thinking of when she might be dismissed, when the washing-up was done, the table wiped, the floor swept, the mush of the dogs’ dinner – Humphrey the house dog, the others must live in the yard – put on the slow plate to cook. Only then could she retreat to her room and, with the door safely locked, draw out her letter, sniff it, smooth it, maybe even lick it, so that Felix’s words – What news of the great escape? – could thrill her back to life.




Kate

SPRING 1991

I’M ON THE BUS WHEN IT HAPPENS, THE KNOT, BOUND TIGHT, unravelling. I catch at my breath, surprised to find I’m standing. How does anybody stand? My skull is open, the air gone from my lungs. I clutch at a pole. Would it help if I lay down? I get off, step out into the traffic and, finding no relief, I climb back on. The bus jolts forward. We’re crawling along Gower Street, past the Slade, where in another life I was moulding figures from the debris of my clothes. My stomach hollows. I need to cross the road, find my way home, but Matt will be waiting outside the cinema and I can’t leave him there, wondering, worrying I’ve died.

A woman glances at me, sideways, and I do my best to smile. We cross the lights and pick up speed. I can do this, I tell myself.

‘HEY!’ MATT IS CHEERFUL. He kisses me, and flicks the tickets in my face.

I swallow. ‘I’m feeling a bit . . .’

‘What?’

I look round for an escape. ‘I won’t be long.’

Oh God, I’m on the toilet, my head dropped between my legs. There’s a queue outside. I can hear shuffling and then a child asks, can they get popcorn to eat on the way home? ‘Salt,’ her mother tells her, and I hear the grumble through the door.

The water runs cold as I splash my face. The child waits beside the basins. She wears a hairband with mouse ears, the insides of which are pink.

‘I like your ears,’ I say.

She rewards me with a gappy smile. ‘It’s my birthday.’ I tell her it’s my birthday too, and for a moment I’m inside myself again. Hope flares.

‘What did you get?’ She fingers the pink felt.

‘A knife,’ and before I can explain that it’s a special kind of knife, for stencilling, her mother has sailed from her cubicle and is bundling her away.

I stare into the mirror. Pale skin, dark hair still curling – outwardly I haven’t changed – although my pupils are so huge the black has almost blotted out the blue.

I feel my way along the carpeted corridor, back into the lit-up foyer. ‘Bloody hell.’ Matt ushers me towards Screen 2. ‘What kept you?’

People stand as we squeeze through to our seats. I’ve wanted to see this film. It was my idea, but even as the titles roll, I’m afraid I’ll have to leave. The music helps. It’s melancholy and hopeful, but the dark-haired woman has a look about her of my mother, my real mother, the one who gave me up. I scrabble for my coat.

Matt takes my arm and holds me down. ‘For God’s sake, wait . . .’

I can’t wait. If I wait I’ll scream. I push along the row. Matt follows, I can feel him at my back.

Grim, unspeaking, we stand out on the street, and when a cab steams by I flag it down.

‘I was on the bus . . . ,’ I start, but I daren’t name it, the terror of dissolving. I lean forward and stare out at the night.

‘Kate,’ Matt tries. ‘Let’s stop somewhere. Have a drink. It’s your birthday, for Christ’s sake.’

If I could cry, it might convince him, but I’m holding on so tight there’s nothing left for tears.

CELINE IS AT THE KITCHEN TABLE. I can see her through the glass of the front door. ‘Sorry.’ My voice comes as if from a great distance, and with no further explanation I pay her for three hours.

The bath is as hot as I can bear it. From downstairs there is the drift of the TV. Gunshots. Shouting. I close my eyes and lie still as the water cools. I have three books borrowed from the library. No, I had to explain, for me, not for the child, and I’ve been keeping myself up late, extracting tips on how to sleep. A river. That is what I need to summon, but it seems I’m choosy about rivers. Mine must be turquoise, slicked with silver, its current flowing not towards me but away. I’m still searching when Matt creaks open the door. I swallow as he climbs into bed, the mint cutting through the waft of beer, and I think how I could reach out, stretch an arm across his chest, feel the warm cotton of his T-shirt, have him clasp my hand with his own. Instead I press hard into the pillow. Stay calm: I force my mind through fields, ploughed furrows, marshes, scree. I’m searching, swooping, low-flying as a plane, and then with a shiver of relief I find one – a translucent streak of water, two swans, their curved necks reflected in its depth. The swans drift, and I drift with them, through bulrushes and sedge. I’d continue drifting if the next instruction didn’t require me to find a tree. Flowering, leafless, spindly, giant – I accept whatever tree arrives. Tonight it is a yew. An ancient dark-green yew of mythical proportions, its branches hanging down to create a cave. I creep inside and press my face against the trunk, spread my arms, my fingers, breathe in the lichen and the peeling bark – Kate was here, scratched with a penknife that might have been my own. I’m safe. And I lie myself down in the cradle of the roots and let them wrap themselves around me.




Aoife

SUMMER 1960

AOIFE PRIDED HERSELF ON THE QUALITY OF HER BREAKFASTS. The glass orange plates, brought over from London, the crisp rashers of bacon, the frill of the eggs. There were mushrooms softened with salt butter, and toast in a rack, with marmalade and jam. ‘You spoil us.’ Eamon slapped his big washed hands together, and Patsy, who’d taken a shine to her, blushed.

Cashel was glum. The rain was fierce that summer and the stream on the border of their land had burst its banks. Aoife stood by the range and thought how it might have been her father talking. Foot rot, silage, milk yields, clay, and she was seventeen again, packing the few things she had into a case. She was leaning against the rails of the ferry, the belt of her coat tightened, her bag stowed in the cabin, and below her on the quay her three closest brothers waving to her, shouting they’d be following her to London soon.

‘Will you not check the toast, woman?’ Cashel’s voice knocked the daydream out of her. She lifted the round dome of the Aga to release the blackened bread and, mortified, tossed the useless things into the slop.

Once the men were gone, the washing-up done, every last dish put away, she sat down on the low chair and went through the post. Her heart jolted to find a letter from Rosaleen, and then, in amongst a fold of bills and pamphlets, another letter, also from Rosaleen
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