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THE GOOD ROOM
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To Sian, Lucy and Cal


1. Generation Skype and Hope’s Children

The footballers of Castlegregory

The drive from Castlegregory, on the Dingle peninsula, to Killarney is a round trip of just over a hundred kilometres. In preparation for the All-Ireland junior club championship of 2010, the Gaelic footballers of Castlegregory trained in Killarney, to suit the lads coming from their universities in Cork and Limerick. The round trips to Killarney from those cities are 170 and 250 kilometres respectively.

When you’re winning, the season stretches: each win buys the team a few more weeks. For the full year leading up to the final in Croke Park, Castlegregory trained without a break. No one was complaining. The Dingle peninsula is football country.

Matches in the local West Kerry league toughen everyone up. Castlegregory against the likes of Dingle – these matches regularly pit neighbours and families head to head. Scores are settled, not just counted. Next up is the county league, eleven games between March and October; and – in parallel – the county championship knockout tournament. From the county final in July, training was ratcheted up a notch or seven for the Munster championship – and then on to the Holy Grail, the All-Ireland.

Lives were offered up on the altar of GAA success. There was always an all-day strategy session on Saturday, followed by the game on Sunday. Scouts were sent out across Munster to snoop on the opposition. Sometimes they would venture further afield, to Meath or Galway, to see what the other teams were at; nothing was left to chance.

The man in charge of the players’ mental and physical preparation was the manager, Ger O’Callaghan. Ger knew that the body was the simple part. By building up stamina and strength you can manage the physical side. The vomit-inducing runs on the beach with the rain driving in hard from the Atlantic, or up the mountains back towards the Gaeltacht – these were par for the course. The tricky bit, O’Callaghan understood, is the brain. If a man’s head isn’t right, it can destroy him in a game; and once one man has lost the mental battle, the whole team becomes infected.

The most important thing was the knowledge that success was possible. In 2002 the Gaeltacht Club, from the other side of Mount Brandon, had won the All-Ireland. Why couldn’t Castlegregory?

The final was held in Croke Park on Valentine’s Day 2010. The Mansells came home from Boston for it, as did the Deans and Spillanes from Australia, and countless others – Fitzgeralds, O’Connors, O’Callaghans, Horgans and Sullivans – from London.

The night before the final, the team bunked down at the Clarion Hotel in Liffey Valley. That night the lads talked about all the battles past and what they had learned from each one. They re-examined the clash with the Claremen of Clooney Quin and then the scare at Glanworth, deep in the good farming land of North Cork, when the wheels nearly came off. They reworked the pivotal moments of their struggle with Mountcollins of West Limerick, and laughed about the huge win over local Kerry rivals Beaufort. Then there was Longwood of Meath in the semis, which could have gone either way right up to the final whistle. Castle’ had come through all of these, and the lads were stronger for the experiences.

Father Gene O’Donnell, a Castlegregory man with a parish in America, had come home for the final. On the eve of the showdown with Kiltimagh of Mayo, he took confession. You might as well start the day clean, even if you didn’t finish it that way. And on the morning of the game, Father Gene said Mass for the team in the same function room in which they had watched match videos all the previous day. Half-eleven Mass was less about divine intervention than about routine. This is what they did at home on a Sunday and Ger knew that he had to adhere to the familiar rhythm.

During the Creed, Ger O’Callaghan thought to himself: What do we actually believe?

We believe in ourselves, in our parish. We believe in our place. We believe in home. We believe in each other.

This was their chance. By night, they’d be winners or losers. No matter what the outcome, they were doing it for their place, the place that had made them.

At half-time the Mayo men were ahead by two points. With two minutes to go there were still two points in it, and Castle’ needed something special. Long free into the box, deft flick, back of the net. Noses in front. Kiltimagh free, last kick of the game, floated high and over. Scores level: twenty minutes of extra time.

All the sweat and pain in those 112 training sessions counted now. Ger knew his boys were harder. They were fitter. They could do it. He looked into their eyes for weakness; there was none. Ger told them to go and do it for the parish.

When the ref blew, the scoreboard told it all: Castlegregory 1﻿–14, Kiltimagh 0﻿–15.

For the people of Castlegregory, nothing – not even the most thrilling victories of the great Kerry teams over the years – could compare to the feeling of winning an All-Ireland club final.

The local Guards escorted them home, sirens going, lights flashing. Five kilometres out from the village, the team were met by the sight of a huge bonfire blazing on the high ground, before the road veered leftwards down to the sea. The place was a mass of green and gold. A tourist might have thought they had brought people in from all over Kerry. But they hadn’t. These were their people. Castle’ men and women from all over the world changed their annual holidays to be home to celebrate something you can’t buy: the local, the rural – home itself.

The village was heaving that night. Ferriter’s stayed open until the morning, as did Leonard’s and Murray’s. They were winners. Castlegregory, a tiny place in West Kerry wedged between the mountains and the Atlantic, were All-Ireland champions for the first time.

When it all settled down, Ger O’Callaghan (manager, father, electrician, and now local hero) knew he could build on the victory. Most of the team were young. He could mould them, and they could keep on winning.

Two years later

The fire is blazing at the back of Ferriter’s. The place smells welcomingly of turf. But there’s hardly anyone to welcome. Ger O’Callaghan is sitting at the back, waiting to watch the rugby – Ireland against Wales. The bar is empty except for one farmer up at the counter. The village is silent.

The brilliant 2010 team never progressed. Not because they weren’t good enough, but because they disappeared.

Eight of the fifteen players who started the 2010 All-Ireland final left the country over the next two years. Of the twenty-one lads in the panel who were on the pitch in Croke Park that day, twelve are gone. Five are in Australia. Three are in London. The others are scattered all over the place.

The tale of what happened to the 2010 All-Ireland junior champions is the story of a generation of Irish people. They were born during the last great Irish recession of the mid 1980s. They watched Italia ’90 as toddlers and just remember Ray Houghton’s chip over the Italian keeper at Giants Stadium in ’94. They were in primary school when the IRA ceasefire was announced. By the time they were doing the Leaving Cert, the banking bonanza was already in full swing. They left school amidst the credit binge of the mid noughties, when Ireland was hyping itself up to anyone who cared to listen, driven by the ‘when I have it I spend it’ creed of the finance minister, Charlie McCreevy.

They were Generation Hype; they are now Generation Skype.

They were young enough not to have settled down yet old enough to leave, and they did so in huge numbers.

When Brian O’Driscoll, after Ireland’s victory over Australia at the 2011 Rugby World Cup in Auckland, laughed that ‘You’d swear we were in Dublin with that crowd,’ these were the people he was referring to. Most of the tens of thousands in green packed into Eden Park had not travelled across the world for the match; they were living in New Zealand or Australia. Two of the Castlegregory lads were in the stands that day.

Last year alone 40,000 young Irish people left the country. Another 30,000 foreign residents, mainly East Europeans – the ones who were going to do great things for our gene pool – headed out as well. Over 300,000 people have left Ireland since 2006.

Anyone who has seen sunburned lads in Waterford jerseys and tight little GAA knicks offending the fashion sensibilities of bronzed and plucked Adonises on Bondi Beach will know the score. As has always been the case, when the going gets tough, the Irish get going. The last generation to flee the country kept in touch by ‘reversing the charges’ from AT&T phone booths all over America; these new exiles Skype home, log on and chat away. But the point is they have gone. They are not here, and the place is different without them. In some places, like Castlegregory, it feels empty.

In 2011 ninety-five out of every hundred people who emigrated were between the ages of nineteen and forty-four. That year saw a 50 per cent rise in the number of young women leaving the country. The first two years of the slump had hit men hardest, because the building sites of Ireland were the ground zero of the crash. We were having a Mancession – a slump affecting men disproportionately – and the pinch was felt most severely in Breakfast Roll Man’s pocket. Many of these guys headed straight to Bondi or Clapham Junction in the first wave of emigration. But in the past two years, young women also lost jobs in huge numbers, as the recession broadened out from the construction industry to services – above all retail, sales and marketing. Unemployment amongst young women is now rising faster than amongst young men.

A 2012 Irish Times/Ipsos MRBI poll on the education levels of Generation Skype reveals that 69 per cent have at least a primary degree – which makes them our most educated emigrants ever. For a country the size of Ireland, this is a huge talent drain.

In the past five years, Irish unemployment has risen from 3 per cent to 14.9 per cent. Dramatic though they are, these numbers significantly understate the crisis, because they don’t take account of those who, like the twelve members of the Castlegregory panel, have removed themselves from the job market by emigrating.

The birthday lottery

One curious thing about Ireland is that the year you were born really matters to your prospects, arguably more than in any other European country. This is because the economy has been so badly mismanaged for so long, looted by one generation at the expense of the next.

Consider those born in the huge baby boom of the late 1970s, the Pope’s Children. They were blindsided by the credit binge, mistaking a large overdraft for real prosperity. Many are now the wrong side of thirty – too old and with too many responsibilities just to head away, but far too young to throw in the towel.

They’re trapped by the huge mortgages they’re struggling to repay, and/or by the negative equity that makes it impossible for them to sell their property. Many have children and subscribe to the enduring Irish notion that, if at all possible, their children should be brought up here, at home.

There are hundreds of thousands of them. They were born in the wrong time. They were teenagers in the 1990s, bought homes in the 2000s, and now find themselves in a debtors’ prison.

Their Ireland is suburban, and it is also ridiculously fertile. In the past five years, an average of 73,000 babies have been born each year – the biggest baby boom since the foundation of the state, even bigger than the one that produced the Pope’s Children. If you’ve been knocked off a footpath by an outsized buggy or amazed by the increase in class sizes in primary schools, it’s because Ireland is reacting to one of the deepest economic depressions in the history of any country in Europe by having lots and lots of babies. Many of these newborns are the Pope’s Children’s children.

Ireland is yet again the great outlier in European demographics. If there is one overriding reason why we – the adults of Ireland – need to get our economy going, it is for these children. They are a sign that we have not lost hope; in fact they are the most concrete sign yet that those who have stayed here believe in the future of Ireland. The Pope’s Children are now raising Hope’s Children.

But if that hope is dashed by bad decision-making in the next few crucial years, it could quickly turn to rage. Very soon these children will be passing through school and into the workforce. With youth unemployment now at 30 per cent, what hope are we offering them with the present policies?

Let’s drive out on our boom-era roads to see this trampoline-land, a place of communions, weekend soccer, and flat-packed bookshelves and double beds – a place where negative equity and positive energy collide.

Trackerville

Come with me to Trackerville, a place that knows no county boundaries. It is a vast swathe of thousands of starter homes that were financed by tracker mortgages, built at the height of the boom, existing in the precarious twilight world between huge loans that can only go up in cost and depleted take-home incomes that can only decline further still as taxes rise and unemployment encroaches.

You may remember an ad, which first appeared on Irish television screens in 2006, in which a bloke on the upper level of a Dublin bus stands up and admits to his fellow passengers, ‘I don’t know what a tracker mortgage is.’ Others on the bus follow suit with confessions of their own ignorance of financial terms and concepts. The magic of the ad was that it captured the confusion of the average punter in an era when everyone was using financial jargon, pretending they knew what it meant but scared stiff to confess that they had no idea what they were talking about.

The supreme and cruel irony was that the ad was actually designed to promote the Financial Regulator as a source of useful information for ordinary citizens. What was not generally understood at the time was that, while the Financial Regulator might have been able to explain what a tracker mortgage was, it had no more ability to regulate the banks than the bewildered lad on the top of the bus.

There is, in fact, nothing particularly complex about tracker mortgages: their interest rates track the European Central Bank rate, and there is a tiny margin, usually 1 per cent, to pay to the bank on top of that. Most of the people who took out such loans probably understood that reasonably well.

Starting in the early 2000s, trackers spread through the country like a virus. As with all pandemics, the rapidity of its transmission through the population was driven by the virulence of the strain, the susceptibility of the host and the conditions in the external environment. The great Irish tracker pandemic was fuelled by people who were desperate to get on the housing ‘ladder’, for fear that, if they didn’t, they would be left behind. The low ECB rate – never more than 4.75 per cent during the bubble years, and as low as 2 per cent for an uninterrupted span of over two years between 2003 and 2005 – and the modest margin added by the banks made the tracker attractive to home-buyers. Bank of Scotland, a new entrant to the Irish market, pioneered the product in 2001, and the other mortgage lenders quickly followed. The margin they charged over and above the cost of borrowing was so small it hardly covered their own costs, let alone the cost of even a tiny rate of default. The banks’ margin was actually less than 1 per cent, because banks generally borrowed from the market at a rate slightly higher than the ECB rate.

What most of the people who took trackers probably did not understand was why the banks were so keen to sell these products. The banks jostling for position in an increasingly competitive – and lucrative – Irish lending market decided that they would be willing to accept a small profit or even lose money on the tracker, because selling other products – such as car loans, overdrafts, credit cards or that must-have home-improvement finance deal – to existing mortgage customers was easier than selling them to anybody else. The bankers’ trick was to hook you in with a cheap tracker and then sell you an expensive car loan or kitchen-extension loan. This was how they would recoup their costs.

Just five years after Bank of Scotland first introduced tracker mortgages to Ireland, the number of tracker products and tracker-based offshoots in the Irish market stood at 57, compared to just 19 of the traditional standard-variable-rate products. The credit released by the cheap new trackers fed into house prices, driving them ever upwards. This in turn emboldened developers to build yet more houses. We know the result: in a dramatic deviation from what Leaving Cert economics students are taught about supply and demand, both the supply of homes and the price of homes rocketed to unsustainable levels.

The figures for tracker mortgages are startling. There are about 400,000 tracker mortgages in Ireland. Trackers account for close to 60 per cent of the €26 billion in residential loans issued by Permanent TSB. Just over half of AIB’s €27 billion mortgage book is accounted for by trackers, as is a quarter of the €16 billion lent by EBS. The prize for King of the Trackers goes to Bank of Ireland: tracker loans make up 62 per cent of its €28 billion mortgage book.

Over half of the outstanding residential-property debt in Ireland consists of trackers; and 85 per cent of those mortgages were lent in the space of just five years, between 2004 and 2008, when they effectively financed the construction of vast numbers of new suburban estates. The tracker mortgage, which did not arrive in the Irish market until 2001, accounted for 43 per cent of mortgages originating in 2004 and 67 per cent of all mortgages originating in 2008. Their share of the market peaked in 2007 at 74 per cent. After this splurge, the total value of tracker mortgages in Ireland is €51 billion. Just to put the size of the €51 billion Irish tracker market into perspective for you: if you were to spend €1 million a day, it would take you 139 years to spend that much money.

Where did all this money come from? It certainly didn’t come from the cash deposits of the Irish banks’ retail customers. By the time the tracker boom started, the banks were lending out more money than they were taking in on deposit; by 2006 the ratio was 1.6 to 1. The difference was borrowed from foreign banks.

For the moment Trackerville remains relatively placid, but it is a ticking time bomb. Having crept upwards in 2006 and 2007, the ECB interest rate levelled off and then plunged to nearly zero in response to the crash. So the problem in Trackerville is not that people’s tracker-loan repayments have become higher – they haven’t. The problem is that the denizens of Trackerville bought at the worst possible time and borrowed far too much money in order to do so. That means negative equity; and, more significantly, in a time of rising taxes and unemployment, it means people are struggling to make their payments despite historically low interest rates. What will happen when interest rates rise, as they eventually will? Trackerville is going to be the epicentre of a battle between the banks and the people.

Trackerville is already a huge headache for the banks. They were happy, during the boom, to accept tiny profit margins on tracker loans. They were interested in market share, not profit margins. Now, post-crash, the banks are obsessed with margins as they try to rebuild their balance sheets. They are also trying to lower their loan-to-deposit ratios, which means they must offer generous interest rates to secure deposits. Because they’re taking such a beating on trackers – the banks are bringing in a lower rate of interest on their tracker loans than they’re paying their customers for deposits – they have tried, without much success, to convince customers to switch to different types of mortgage.

So, for the moment, trackers might seem a bigger problem for the banks than for the borrowers. But the Trackerville time bomb is ticking, and the whole country will feel the force of the explosion. The impact of negative equity and the collapse in employment on Trackerville can be seen in the dramatic change in the type of person who is in difficulty now, as opposed to 2007. In 2007 only 2 per cent of clients of the Money Advice and Budgeting Service had a mortgage; just three years later that figure was 35 per cent. For thousands of people, the monthly choice is between living properly and paying back debt. With austerity policies all but guaranteeing that the economic slump will drag on, and with only one way for interest rates to go, things can only get worse in Trackerville.

Predictably irrational

Economics, as taught in our schools and universities, begins with the assumption that we are rational. Nothing could be further from the truth. Humans are possibly the most irrational of animals. We are driven by emotions, exuberances, impulses and frenzies. We fall in love, gamble and even support useless football teams. These irrational, illogical and beautifully human urges dominate our decision-making.

We don’t generally learn from mistakes; we think that next time it will be different. Even when faced with overwhelming statistical and analytical evidence, we ignore it. We imagine that the odds that apply to other people do not apply to us; the National Lottery, with its ‘It could be you’ slogan, trades on this.

But it’s not just the average Joseph or Mary on the street who takes irrational risks. Consider those who gamble on horses. The Irish display an amazing weakness for backing an Irish horse even when the form tells them a foreign horse has a better chance of winning. I asked the quants desk at Paddy Power for figures on Irish betting patterns, and the data confirmed what we all probably suspected: that we are deeply irrational. In Paddy Power’s shops on the main streets of most Irish towns and cities, the average Irish-trained runner in a race in the UK takes 21 per cent more of the book than an equivalent UK﻿-trained runner. The figures from Paddy Power’s online, phone and mobile business – by far the fastest-growing side of the business – are even more remarkable: the average Irish-trained runner, competing in a race in the UK, takes 24 per cent more of the book than an equivalent UK﻿-trained runner.

If the guys who read the form and calculate the odds are so irrationally driven by emotion, what hope is there for the rest of us?

Our irrationality has profound implications for the way economics works. When the economy is thriving, we believe that things will continue to go well and we get overly exuberant. When things are going badly, we become overly pessimistic, overly self-doubting, and gripped by depression, angst and insecurity.

The investors who actually make money are those who sell when everyone else is buying and buy when everyone else is selling. They are the exceptions; the norm is the rest of us. So the exceptional ones behave in the way economists like to think the rest of us do, and the rest of us behave the way economists think is the exception.

Of course, not every economist misunderstands the importance of human irrationality – in Chapter 3 we’ll meet some great economists who understood it very well. And we’ll try to follow their example by looking at Ireland’s current crisis as an economic phenomenon that can be comprehended only in human terms. Economics matters because people matter: people like the emigrants of Castlegregory, or the Pope’s Children’s children, born into the depths of an epic recession. This book ranges widely through economic ideas and economic history in an attempt to explain how we got into this mess and how we can get out of it; but the question it is always fundamentally asking is: how does this affect ordinary people?

People like Olivia Vickers …


2. Olivia at Five Weeks

The boys were in the usual formation. Half were paying attention, half staring zombie-like, because it was the class before morning break and sugar levels were dropping.

Olivia was distracted. Usually it was easy to manage this bunch of teenagers – deploy a raised eyebrow here, a meaningful frown there, and occasionally raise her voice. The secret to teaching is knowing how to make people listen, and she could do it. Her mother said she was born for the front of the classroom, although Olivia never knew if that was a backhanded compliment.

She wasn’t on top of things today. The murmur of conversation was reaching the point where she wouldn’t be able to close it down without seeming aggravated. She tried to make a mental list of what needed to be done, but her brain was cotton wool.

The test had been blue. She’d taken it twice, and would have done so again, but there were only two in the pack. It sat in her handbag like an anchor, dragging her down. There was no mistake. She was pregnant. Eight months from now she’d be giving birth to baby number two.

She became aware of silence. The class had noticed she was miles away, and now she could sense some of the troublemakers teetering on the edge, wondering what they could get away with, while the nicer ones had the look of concerned relatives at a hospital bed. They were good lads, these sixth years; even chancers like O’Brien and Hannon were reasonably studious. No arrogant rugger buggers or complete eejits, as in some of the other classes. She was lucky to have them as her form class.

They were loud and lairy like any bunch of teenagers, but the Leaving Cert had concentrated their minds. The exam was still months away, but she could see the change in them, the new focus. They’d need it, with all the rote learning ahead of them.

‘Right, then, gentlemen. Let’s get down to work.’ She looked around for a safe bet.

‘Kevin, could you tell the class about how Redmond handled the beginning of the Great War and the suspension of the Third Home Rule Bill in 1914?’

Skinny, pale Kevin Gavigan squinted through the winter sun’s glare. He was so fair the sun almost shone through him.

With a bit of luck – Olivia and her students hoped – John Redmond and the Home Rule Party’s demise, and the rise of Sinn Féin, would be on the honours paper. They had revised it over and over again – she was betting that the run-up to the anniversary of the Rising would mean examiners were likely to set questions on the pre-Independence decade for the next few years. The perfect Leaving Cert answer – the one that would get most points without giving the marker anything to think about – ticked three or four essential boxes. The examiner was like a Google search algorithm: key words and notions were rewarded. It was history by numbers. Olivia wasn’t a fan of the system, but for most of these boys the idea was to notch up the points, and she was paid to help them do that.

Kevin was a good student and a great kid – friendly and clever. He was smaller than the others, and it was easy to feel overprotective towards him, but Olivia was careful to remain even-handed, perhaps even a touch critical. She didn’t want to get him into trouble. After all, being teacher’s pet at seventeen – irrespective of whether the teacher was halfway popular, as she was – wasn’t cool.

The low sun split the class in two, half in brilliant brightness, the other half in shade. A stain of sweat emerged slowly under Kevin’s arms. Beside him – as he blinked and sniffed – the light of the sun had precisely the opposite effect on Gary Costigan, who had a deep olive tan. While Kevin’s practically translucent skin disappeared in the light, Costigan’s shone. His dark hair looked almost blue and he sat back, making himself big, photosynthesizing.

Maybe it was the blue strip on the pregnancy test in her bag, but Olivia was fascinated by genetics this morning. She looked at the two young men and marvelled at how genes worked. How sometimes they skipped generations and then elbowed their way in when you least expected.

Her own family was the same. She was as Mediterranean as an Irishwoman comes, but her brother Barry was a ringer for Gavigan, red-haired, fair and freckly, like one of those demented redsers on the 11850 ad.

She wondered what the baby inside her would turn out to be like.

She remembered the shock of little Sam coming out with a flaming head of red hair. The ancient midwife, probably as old as the Coombe itself, looked at the two dark-haired parents and almost crossed herself. Some mad part of Olivia wanted to say, ‘It’s the milkman’s,’ but she didn’t think that would go down so well. After everyone had left, and the ward was quiet, she took his tiny soft body into her arms and snuggled him into her, listening to the sound of his breathing and feeling the warmth of him. Could he really be hers? She was so very glad he was.

Whose genes would dominate this time? What ancestor – perhaps some distant granny in some grainy photo – would make her imprint felt in the complexion of Olivia’s new baby?

Kevin Gavigan was still going, breathing asthmatically, and breaking out in a heat rash in late November, God love him.

‘The Irish Parliamentary Party got complacent and failed to realize that the country had changed,’ he said. ‘They didn’t seem to understand that there is a limit to people’s tolerance of sacrifice, particularly if, in terms of their sons on the Western Front, it was no guarantee of success on the Home Rule question.’

This wasn’t exactly how Olivia had framed it. Gavigan was obviously doing his reading and thinking for himself.

‘Maybe because Redmond had been leader of the party for so long and spent so much of his career in London, he invested too much in the idea that if he persuaded Irish nationalists to fight for the King, the British would regard this good behaviour favourably and then give us what we wanted.’ Kevin was on a roll.

‘He thought that being the best boy in the class –’

‘Like yourself, Gavigan,’ yelled someone.

‘Aidan Walsh, I know I didn’t just hear you interrupting the class again,’ said Olivia, glaring at the culprit. ‘Please carry on, Kevin.’

Kevin nodded. ‘Anyway, politics doesn’t reward nice guys. Lloyd George ignored him at the Treaty of Versailles. There was plenty given to the Czechs and Slovaks, who had fought against the Allies, but nothing in recognition of the Irish soldiers who’d died in their tens of thousands for the Allies.

‘But –’ Kevin gulped for air, his ideas racing out of his mouth faster than he could breathe, ‘we need to see this in the context of revolutionary changes all over Europe, which were happening at the same time.

‘I mean, Miss, had you said in 1912 that just ten years later Ireland would be independent of the greatest empire in the world, or Russia would be communist, or the Ottoman Empire would be a republic governed by Young Turks whose first act was to change the alphabet, or that Imperial Germany would have been replaced by the Weimar Republic, people would have told you that you were mad. Yet all these things happened.’

His excitement was wonderful to see. She’d miss Kevin when he graduated.

‘Can you imagine: if you had said that after a world war, which seemed remote even in early 1914, Britain would defeat Germany and yet by 1922 have lost more of its landmass than the country it defeated, people would have said, Miss, that you were a half-wit.’

Nervous sniggers from the other students. She smiled and the sniggers relaxed into proper laughter. Hopefully Dick Murphy, the principal, wasn’t passing on his rounds.

‘Thanks, Kevin. I hope you – and the rest of you – will bear in mind that, while I encourage as much extra reading as possible, you have the Leaving in a few months. Some of the older, more traditional markers just want the textbook answers with as little opinion and digression as possible. I’m glad you’re reading widely and thinking for yourselves, but for now, let’s stick to the course.’

Olivia had no time for those exam aids like Get the Points!, which turned history into a rote list. She hated herself for reining the boys in. She wanted them to be curious, rebellious and iconoclastic. She wanted them to question everything. It was why she went into teaching in the first place.

But that was before her first parent–teacher meeting, which put paid to her personal educational manifesto and any ambitions she might have had of breaking the mould. Olivia was enthusing to a parent about the wonderful dramatic talent of a particular student, when the mother lowered her glasses and snapped: ‘If I had wanted Colin Farrell, I’d have sent him to Billie Barry. Why did he only get a B1 in the summer exams?’

The parents had a straightforward deal with the school: they paid fees for access to the professions, not for education. Parents had no interest in anything personal, much less experimental. The purpose of the education system was not to create well-adjusted young adults, she thought; it was to create well-trained robots. The school’s job was to replicate the status quo for the next generation. Her school was successful in this regard. It was a conveyor belt to university and then on to professional careers. The parents didn’t pay the huge fees for their sons to be different; they paid for them to be the same.

The right school was a one-way corporate bullet train heading straight for A&L Goodbody, the Bar or, for the best and the brightest, medicine. The price of the ticket was points – precious Leaving Cert points. Teenagers’ brains were not to be wasted on something as frivolous as analysis.

Jesus, didn’t everyone know that?

Why couldn’t she just accept it?

She remembered going home in shock after that first parental collision. She’d texted Sean, furious. One parent had actually told her the reason her son was learning Spanish, Olivia’s other subject: because it was easier than French. A B1 in Spanish would lever her son into Law at UCD, and after that he would ‘never have to speak another line again in his life’. Except to order cocktails on the Costa, Olivia could have added.

The class was getting restless. They’d been sitting long enough, and Gavigan’s soliloquy had tipped them over. The clock was counting down and it was obvious she wasn’t on the ball today.

‘Right, gentlemen. Journals out. I want two pages on the Home Rule Party’s decline by this day next week. Show why and how the decisions of John Redmond, in parallel with the changes taking place across Europe, led to a seismic shift in Irish politics.’ She reeled the assignment off mechanically. The boys were so pleased the class was winding down there wasn’t even the customary ‘Aww, Miss …’

She had to phone Sean with the good news. He’d be delighted. She was sure he would. He needed something to look forward to.

But, then, maybe he wouldn’t, after everything that had happened in the past few months. She was certain he’d find another full-time job. That was always Sean’s way.

Her salary and his part-time work covered the mortgage, just. A few grinds a week here and there in the frantic run-up to the Leaving should make up the difference. They’d be OK. It was Olivia’s nature to look for the positives, even when they were hard to find. It wasn’t a case of being naive – she was realistic about the economy and all that – but if you didn’t try to be optimistic for yourself, no one would do it for you.

‘I want to see a conclusion based on your personal analysis of the facts, gentlemen. No cribbing from Get the Points!’ She couldn’t resist. Her class would think for themselves at least once before they were all farmed off to grinds.

The bell buzzed as she spoke and twenty-five young men trundled past her mumbling, ‘Thanks, Miss Vickers.’

Olivia sat in the empty classroom after the last of these lads had barrelled out the door. She was about five weeks gone. That meant a birth in late July or early August. Five months’ maternity leave would bring her to the end of the year. If she’d been permanent staff that would be fine, but she wasn’t. Few of the younger teachers were. There was a chance that if she wasn’t present and correct at the start of the term, her hours might be cut. There was an outside chance that her contract wouldn’t be renewed at all.

Oh, Jesus.

Olivia texted Sean to see where he was and if he was sitting down. No reply. She walked, still dazed, to the staffroom.

The staffroom was stuffy and dusty. The older teachers didn’t like open windows, so when the place filled up it was like being trapped in a lift full of tweed, old newspapers and cheese sandwiches.

Olivia sat down beside Barbara Gogan, her closest friend at the school. She was dying to tell someone about the pregnancy test, but Barbara had other things on her mind. They were about to head into yet another ‘Democracy in the Staffroom’ plenary session ahead of the budget next week.

Dick Murphy, the first lay principal and a master of optics, had introduced ‘Democracy in the Staffroom’ after the priests finally relinquished control in 2002, in order to show how much had changed and how radical was the school’s move to secularism. All teachers would now be consulted on matters of day-to-day school management – in theory.

It was a typically makey-uppy move, Olivia thought; as she knew from some of her older colleagues, teachers had already been running things for a number of years by the time the priests officially withdrew. It was all for show. As her history class could testify, every new regime gains a little bit more legitimacy by undermining the previous one. It was just the way things went. The school was no different.

In reality, it was nothing more than inserting middle-management gobbledygook into the education system, creating more administrative work and more potential for feuding. It was one of those boom-time affectations that allowed teachers, who had seen their status fall relative to that of bank managers, to play dress-up by using the jargon of the Harvard Business School. It meant teachers wasted time sniping amongst themselves instead of preparing to teach.

It also meant any cuts in the Department of Education budget and their knock-on effects were filtered through Avril O’Connor – the head of the French Department and chairperson of ‘Democracy in the Staffroom’. Avril and all the members of her committee were ensconced in permanent jobs, and whatever happened they would be safe.

Avril O’Connor sat over her laptop, weighed down under her US weather-girl hairdo, looking up the price of checking golf bags on a Ryanair flight to Carcassonne. She rarely stayed at home during the Christmas holidays. ‘With the twins grown up and in Australia, there’s no point hanging around, Olivia,’ she’d said. ‘I Skype them in the morning. More than enough contact. Anyway I don’t understand people who have a second home and don’t make full use of it. It’s wasteful, don’t you think?’

Olivia had got used to counting to ten around Avril.

When Olivia listened to the arguments that pitted the public sector against the private sector, which the media seemed to love, she always felt they missed the point. The public sector wasn’t one homogeneous bloc, but consisted of many vested interests, many levels and many prospects, often at odds with one another. When it came down to it, the staffroom was split by age
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