

stories you tell yourself

Yes, Edith says.

Yes, yes. As if he might stop if she stops saying it, as if they were of the generation for whom consent is necessarily verbal and valid only in the moment of utterance, as if her body and his were not already saying it, together, to each other.

Yes, because it is English that comes to hand, to mouth, that comes – because it was English in which she gave birth and English in which she will die. Yes. Oui. Ja. Sì.

His hands, clay-hardened, steel-sinewed, crush the bird bones of her wrists. Break them, she thinks, break me, yes, no, and then thinking stops in soft explosion, no, no, yes, and she holds her mind away from the lines of poetry crossing it like a banner behind an aeroplane. Every woman adores a Fascist / The boot in the face, the brute / Brute heart of a brute like you. He lets her arch her back, bridge, every woman should do yoga, deep, deeper, and she hears herself exclaim, wordless.

Afterwards, he lies over her, so she works to breathe, thinks about her ribs trying to expand into him, about her lungs constrained, the air they want, about his hip bone on hers, bone on bone, connective tissue, his hands still closed on her arms and when she tries to move – tissues, her side – he grips. No, he says, and they both feel her quiver.

Of course Gunter’s not a Fascist, not unless you wanted to say his politics are so far to the left he’s come round the other side, up against the international date line where communism and Fascism border. His veganism is on that border, a purity cult as well as a sacrifice for the collective good. He celebrates poverty as people do only when it is, or was, a choice, and the cottage he bought for a few hundred quid fifty years ago is now a substantial asset. No boots, anyway, he takes off his shoes at the door, which is more than you can say for most local visitors. Not that Gunter isn’t local, here all his adult life, but neither of them ever will be counted local, nor their children’s children unto the seventh generation. Passports and voting are one thing, who you really are is another. Especially if you’re English, especially if you’re Jewish. Not that Gunter has children, and her Pat – she’ll call him later, or tomorrow – is in London.

Gunter’s grip slackens, his skull rolls into hers. Funny, the way men always go to sleep afterwards, whatever needs doing next, however odd the position, like babies. She remembers Pat, pre-school, didn’t want a nap, wasn’t tired, had better things to do than going to bed and then he’d fall asleep on the wooden floor, a toy car still in his hand. She used to tuck a pillow under his floppy head, put one of those waffle blankets with the silky edging over him, stroke his hair, watch him, the small miracle of his breath and being, and then steal across the room for the book she kept close by just in case the day gave her reading time. No point wasting a child’s sleep on housework. She rearranges their limbs, decides she likes the weight of Gunter enough, for now, not to roll him off and wake him. Adjusts the pillow so she can watch the cloud shadows crossing the hill outside, see the weather coming up the valley.

She’s not properly English or Jewish, not that being improperly English and Jewish makes her Irish just because she lives here. She’s naturalized, officially, has the passport to prove it, but what does that word mean? You wouldn’t need to say naturalized, would you, if the situation were really natural, you can’t by definition make something natural when it’s not. Natural from natare, to be born, not an act that can be undone or revised. Assimilation from similis, same root as similar and simulation, alike but unlike, unheimlich, uncanny. And she has three other passports, three other simulations, tucked away just in case. Passports are flags of convenience, Maman used to say, tickets out. Just make sure you show the right one to the right uniform on the right day. Always leave before you’re certain, because if you wait until you know, there are boots coming up the stairs and blood on the walls and it’s too late. Leave while there’s still doubt, while it might be unnecessary.

Maman was uninterested in assimilation and good at leaving: men, children, countries. You can’t blame her, Daddy always said, but Edith could and sometimes did blame her, maybe not only for Maman’s own desertions but for Lydia’s leaving home so thoroughly and so young; maybe, unfairly, for her own divorce, for how good she has turned out to be, at separating from her husband of nearly forty years; for the way neither she nor Lydie could settle. It was the people who felt safe who didn’t leave, Maman said. It was the settled, secure ones who ended up on the cattle trucks, the ones who thought it couldn’t happen here, to us. It can always happen here, to you. You won’t know until it happens which neighbours will hide you in the attic and who will denounce you to the police, it’s rarely as you thought. Keep a bag packed and have an exit strategy, but in Edith’s experience, exit strategies like most of the stories you tell yourself tend to be self-fulfilling.

Here she is, Edith, having left and left again if not as often as Maman. Here she is, seventy-three years old, springtime in the year of our Lord – her ex-husband’s Lord – 2023, or 5783 by the Jewish reckoning, here in County Clare, in the house she will not leave, no more leaving. Here, under the fascinating naked body of a German potter who also once left, who ran away from Düsseldorf as a young man – imagine him as a young man, the shoulders on him! – and never went back, who was part of the wave of idealistic young northern Europeans coming to, washing up in, the West of Ireland back in the day when property was cheap and the young locals couldn’t leave fast enough, leave De Valera’s Ireland for London and New York and Sydney and possibly also Düsseldorf, for places where the priest wasn’t watching and there was money to be made. Some of them had made money, and had lives, had fun and games, harder to pull off in the Ireland Edith first knew forty years ago. Coming the other way, Gunter had not made money. Mattias farming organically up the hill – goat’s milk soap, these days, kale with caterpillars living in it, honey more expensive by the jar than perfume – had not made money. Doro and Will on their smallholding, running the eco B & B in summer and spinning and dyeing and weaving the fleece from their rare-breed sheep in winter, had not made money. They’ve no pensions, no health insurance, rely on kale and yoga and manual labour to stave off the ailments of old age. Effective enough, mostly, so far, with luck. They’ll have to go on for ever, until they drop, making things in the old, expensive ways and selling them to people down from Dublin and over from London and New York, people coming back but only to visit, coming home to a place they don’t live. Naturalized, maybe.

Their sweat is cooling on her neck, and she can feel friction, stickiness, between her flattened boobs and his ribs. Trickling, below; she clenches her pelvic floor but the sheets will need changing anyway, looks like a good drying day and she wonders did women use to try to avoid it on wet days or with the laundry already backed up, assuming they weren’t already avoiding it for the more obvious reasons. The relief of that all being over, nobody tells you. Not that it was ever all that much of a bother for her, living in England, she and her nice GP trying and erring until they found the right pills for her, everything regular and hardly any bleeding. Tie my tubes, she’d said after Pat was born, but even in London in the 1980s they wouldn’t do that for a healthy young married woman. You never know, Dr Emmett kept saying, you might want another baby, people change their minds, things happen, I know you think you never will again but you forget, it’s like moving house. But it wasn’t like moving house, which she’s done more times than she bothered to count or can now remember, and it wasn’t the birth that put her off, messy and painful but nothing she wasn’t expecting, it was motherhood, it was the way her own unfitness was so immediately evident, which was also nothing she wasn’t expecting. She loved Pat in the animal way mothers love babies, barring disaster, but early childhood was boring and she has never been good with boredom. At least in London she could go back to work, adult education in the days when local councils still funded English classes that went beyond basic literacy, when the prison education service ran to literary criticism and modern languages. Turns out it’s not a compromise, to have one child, especially if you move to Ireland where in her day it was almost deviant to stop at one. Turns out if one of you doesn’t want kids, probably best not.

It’s not that she regrets Pat’s existence – superstition prickles at the thought – but he’d have been better served by a better mother and while there’s no control for a life story, she’s pretty sure she’d have been a better person as well as a happier one, without a child. She’d have left Mike earlier, decades earlier, all those years wishing he’d have an affair or at least say he’d had an affair so they could end things for a decent reason, all those years thinking she’d have one herself if only so she could tell him about it and liberate them both. A marriage-ending affair would even have been worth all the depilation and polishing and moisturizing she understands that men – men other than German Marxist potters living primitively in County Clare whose tastes were formed in the era when women were expected to have body hair – had come to require. It’s not possible, Méabh says, that in four decades no one took a fancy to you, you’re an attractive woman. Men have always taken fancies to Méabh, she takes it for granted, a lifetime of fending off attention, though she’s coming up forty years married herself and most of the single men of anything like the right age around here are widowed and looking for a replacement woman to wash their socks and cook their dinner or worse yet breakfast, stinky fry-up, or at the very least to tell them when there’s soup on their jumper and it’s past time the kitchen floor had a wash. Méabh’s right that there is sometimes soup on Gunter’s jumper and his kitchen floor does want a wash, it’s just not Edith’s floor and not Edith’s problem and the jumper comes off, which is how she prefers him anyway. You must not have noticed, Méabh says, whatever you say you must have been giving off such a strong air of respectability that everyone stayed away, but Edith reckons she’s usually pretty tuned-in to people, good at reading mood and repulsion and desire in the way of anyone who grew up as an outsider. No one gave her the eye, not unless you count that man on the train once or Pat’s friend Ajay’s dad in London but she liked Simran. Sordid, it would have been, to sleep with her friend’s husband, fine as he was. She’d used to think someone could probably make a fortune setting up a bureau, an introduction agency, for the unhappily married to pretend to have affairs, like when you could divorce someone only for adultery and people used to have to make a great performance of checking into a hotel and being found by the chambermaid in the morning so the hotel staff could give evidence later, only these days it’s not the court that needs to know but your spouse, your friends, the mums at the school gates. Easier to say she went off with another man, he had a thing with a younger woman, more comfortable than we don’t like each other any more, we ran out of conversation years ago, the sight of the hair matted in her hairbrush by the bathroom sink makes me sick, his best hobby is a half-hour crap with his phone and he doesn’t even open the window afterwards, all the reasons we should not have married forty years ago have bloomed and spread like mould behind the bath. If mutual dislike were a valid reason for divorce, we’d all be at it and then where would we be? Not in Ireland, anyway, not her generation, who by and large own houses big enough for the many children of couples who were not offered the pill and now, those children having left – London, Berlin, Sydney – big enough to contain their parents’ reciprocal disdain. There probably isn’t a correlation between the size of your house and how long you can tolerate your spouse, it’s probably more complicated than that. We don’t divorce, people like us, Dearbhla told her in the first year in Dublin when she’d made the faux pas of inviting a certain couple to dinner, but we may live separate lives, we may not be seen together and it’s not mentioned, do you see? She did not, then, see how she was supposed to know what was not mentioned, but she learnt, as immigrants do, as even Maman in her time must have approximately learnt, by keeping quiet, standing back, observing. Be small, migrant, wanderer. Stand in the corner and copy us, though your mimicry will never be quite good enough. So why do you keep trying, Gunther would say, just be who you are, but it’s all very well for him, single and devoted to his pots, not setting foot in Dublin from one year to the next. No one ever asked him to give a dinner party.

Right, she thinks, anyway. Sheets in the wash, get them dry by bedtime with a following wind and the longer light these days, and she might go down to the shore while the weather’s clear, high tide this afternoon, swimming, stop at the veg stall on the way home, fresh eggs and the first strawberries are in. Lunch first, she’s hungry, not to bother with a shower now if she’ll be in the sea later. Bread and cheese, apples, cup of tea over the end of the weekend papers. Time to get this lummox back off to his pots. She pushes his shoulder, shakes him and feels her own ribs flex, feels his wilted softness against her thigh. Gunter, she says, wake up now, come on. I’ll make you a coffee and then you can get off home.




somehow astonishing

I took the train to Italy, of course. I was seventeen; it would be twenty years before I boarded my first plane, rushing to my mother’s deathbed in Tel Aviv though I knew mine wasn’t the hand she longed to hold. I should be clear that I’m not the one you want either. You shouldn’t get your hopes up. We’ll come to that.

I was meant to be having a year out, to grow up, because I’d been a year ahead of my age all through school. We’d all sat round the table after lunch one day the previous summer, even Dad though it was harvest time, to discuss my future, and Maman had said that however good my marks, even if I were to be offered a place I was too immature to go straight to Oxford. Edith has seen nothing of the world, she’d said, lighting a cigarette which made Gran wince and open the window. She may be able to pass exams and I’m sure she will talk well about books in an interview but her Italian is that of a schoolgirl and even her French could be better, she has been almost nowhere and seen almost nothing, Oxford would be wasted on her. It is a ridiculous plan. I will write to my friends and put together un petit tour, she can go to Teresa in Florence and then perhaps un stage at Marcel’s bookshop. An English country childhood is all very well but one does not send one’s daughter to Oxford for her to marry a farmer and live on a farm, n’est-ce pas?

I had glanced at Dad, the farmer whose wife Maman in fact was though she could hardly be said to live on the farm, but he had nodded and smiled through worse than that over the years and he said yes, Rachel, I dare say you’re right, let’s see. Do you want to go travelling, pet, he asked me later when I was helping with the milking, would you like to stay with your mother’s friends, and I said yes, I think so, yes, I would, because although of course I disliked being called immature and also I could think of many things I had seen and understood on the farm that I would not have seen and understood elsewhere, I certainly had an appetite for more, for tree-lined city squares and great museums, for parties and lectures, for everywhere and everything.

And then months later, as my exams began, Maman had written to me from the artists’ commune in France where she was spending the spring, to say that instead of going to Teresa in Florence I was to go to my sister, who would be staying in a villa in another part of Italy and would need a companion while she had a baby. Maman had followed the letter with a rare international telephone call late one night. I could almost feel the price of the minutes pulsing across the Channel and half of England, through the curly wire in my hand and into the reckoning of my grandmother, hovering behind me in the hall at the farm. Stay on the train from Milan until the end, until Como Lago, Maman said. If you get off at Como San Giovanni, you’ll just have to carry your own bags down the hill, don’t think I’m springing for a taxi. She produced phrases like ‘springing for’ with a flourish and an exaggeration of her accent, zink, spreenging, like one of the French mam’zelles in the school stories I loved. Yes, I said, I understand, I will. And you’re to look after your sister properly, she said, don’t go wandering off, for once she needs help and it will be good for you. As if wandering off were my habit, not hers, as if she had not herself diagnosed in me a deficit of wandering.

I don’t suppose, Gran had said at the end of that phone call, your mother thought to ask about your exams? I don’t suppose Rachel thought she might go to Lydia herself?

So here I was, on the train as instructed, wandering curtailed or at least redirected by Lydia’s misadventures. I carried two bags, an ill-chosen fake-leather handbag already giving at the seams under the strain of three books and a large sandwich I’d bought in Milan and been too shy to eat on the train, and the old Army-issue canvas knapsack Daddy had given me. Not stylish, darling, but if you’re not travelling in style it’s easier to have your hands free. On the understanding that Italy was hot, I’d rolled up a couple of washed-out cotton frocks that had fitted well enough the summer before, and the bathing suit I’d used for years of school swimming; you’d think even then I might have had the wit to consult a map and notice that Lake Como is nearer Switzerland than the Mediterranean, and I knew fine well my sister’s baby wasn’t due until the autumn. I would, Maman said, depending on how Lydia did, be needed for perhaps a fortnight or a month after that.

I stood up as we left Como San Giovanni, illogically anxious that I might miss the last stop, swung the canvas sack on my shoulders, the handbag across my body. The various straps bunched my dress, made it even shorter. It was already clear to me that Italian girls did not take trains unaccompanied and that the rising hemlines of the mid-sixties had not reached the thigh of Italy, but here was the lake, absurdly blue, and wooded hills deeply green, stucco buildings absurdly pink, golden afternoon light everywhere, the whole scene at once novel and familiar. Beaker full of the warm South, because it was still obvious to me then that the North was north of our farm in Derbyshire and the South was south of it. The train stopped and I struggled with the door, being accustomed to the English way of opening the window and using the handle on the outside, was helped by a man whose gaze rose from my legs only to my chest, to the solid upholstery I had inherited from Gran’s line of hill-farming women. I ignored his offered hand, settled the straw hat from which I’d removed the school ribbon, hurried across the platform towards the water. The boats leave every hour until 8 p.m., Maman had said, and there’s no reason you should be later than that. There were unfamiliar smells on the air: flowers, fish, sunshine. If I have to wait, I thought, I will eat the sandwich, I will perhaps treat myself to a cup of tea or even an ice cream, though I knew I didn’t really have the nerve for a café alone in Italy and certainly didn’t have money to spare.

I crossed the road, looking the wrong way but looking twice, my shadow sharp at my side, saw the piers and the boats waiting and found the ticket office, biglietteria. Senza unica per Lenno, per favore, grazie, the first time I used Italian in the wild somehow astonishing, this code learnt like the formulae in Physics and Chemistry turning out to be a real language producing real ferry tickets after all. Even so, I almost failed to board the boat because I was so unnerved by the absence of a proper queue, so reluctant to push in though I had been waiting as long as anyone else and it wasn’t clear what I might be pushing in to. A man in a braided cap and uniform said something to me and when I hesitated said, you go or no? Yes, I said, sÌ, and let him hand me onto the steamer just before he cast off the ropes. The outdoor seats were still free despite the crowd, so I took the one at the front, shrugged off the knapsack but looped my arm through the strap so it couldn’t be stolen while I folded my arms on the railing and rested my chin, waited for the show to begin. I remember feeling the engine’s throbbing in my bones, the blend of nausea and thrill. I wanted to tell Nancy, look, here I am, two months ago we were wearing school uniform – well, to be strictly fair I was still wearing a certain amount of school uniform – and inventing humiliating excuses for using the staircase reserved for teachers and prefects, and now I’ve made my way right across Europe and here I am about to cross Lake Como all alone but more exciting than all alone, in the company of Italians, some of whose Lombardy Italian I can understand.

Don’t worry, I’ll spare you my nostalgically recalled adolescent raptures over the scenery. I’d just ask you to remember that I’d grown up in post-war Derbyshire, that I was accustomed to bomb craters all over the towns and cities of northern England, by then overrun with brambles and morning glory but sites of explosion none the less, that the rain-hammered ruins of aerial bombardment were ordinary, that rationing meant I’d eaten my first orange when my mother brought them back from Israel in her suitcase, peace-offering or bribe, and here were trees bright with oranges and the scent of their blossom heavy as we came into each small harbour; here were figs, which I knew only dried and chopped in suet puddings, ripening on the trees; lemons weighing down glossy leaves; hillsides silvery with olive groves when I had only read about olives – yes, I know, done before, done to death, but like most clichés there is a reason. I was seventeen and hungry in every way.

Débarques à St Abbondio, Maman’s letter said. She always switched to French for disembarkation. Get off, she said, in English you are always getting, food and clothes and ideas and on and off, it’s a lazy verb. I alighted. I made landfall. I stepped ashore. I had not expected to be met, we were not that sort of family. Daddy, sometimes, if he remembered your train time – if you had told him your train time – and if he could spare the time and petrol, would drive down to the village and wait in the ancient Land Rover which smelt of manure and dogs, but mostly we stood on our own two feet, even Lydie tottering up the mucky lane in unsuitable shoes with her smart leather case banging against her perfect calves. I hitched the knapsack. My shoes, polished by Daddy and re-soled before I left, had a few miles in them yet. There were pink and red and white geraniums spilling from troughs fixed to the metal railings along the cobbled promenade, railings as exotic to me as the flowers since all the municipal metalwork in England had been torn up for munitions in the early days of the war, before I was born, and never replaced. There were trees of uniform heights planted at uniform distances in stone-lined beds in the pavement and between them wooden benches, freshly painted, unoccupied. I would have liked to sit down a moment, collect myself, but I would have felt conspicuous. Even more conspicuous. There were men sitting at tables in front of what must have been a bar, three little boys who stopped playing on the pebble beach to watch me, two women also disembarking with baskets and packages from their shopping in Como. Turn right and walk straight through the village, the letter said.

The sun was still bright on the promenade. The air and the breeze seemed dry; then as now, I was accustomed to damp. We are half-aquatic, we people of the North Atlantic’s unnameable archipelago, Ireland and Northern Ireland and the British Isles, the Republic and the North and the dis-United Kingdom, the smaller island and the bigger one and the tax havens round the edges which tend to be the warmest and driest of the lot. We have, at least, a climate in common. Weather fronts do not divide us. We go out in the rain, we breathe the fog, we swim our chilly waters. You probably don’t count yourself among us but maybe you will, after reading this, maybe you will naturalize, though I doubt any story will alter your body’s perception of the air, of dryness and humidity. I heard for the first time the shrilling of cicadas, could not yet stop hearing it. There was always birdsong in England then, the quiet of my adult life was not yet falling, and so the Italian birds were less noticeable than they are to me when I travel now, but there were voices I had not heard before in their chorus, unfamiliar wings on the air. The buildings were all a shade of orange-pink I associated with curtains, somehow louche or feminine or not serious enough for outdoor use, and their deep-set windows had white wooden shutters which I had seen only in pictures. My feet slowed as I passed the canopied window of the panificio e pasticceria, displaying piles of prettily shaped biscuits studded with nuts and chocolate; bronzed bread buttoned with olives and tomatoes, gleaming with oil; further back, layer cakes and small creamy confections. I would return, I thought, when I had the lay of the land, when I knew how much money I could spare for such indulgences. If any. I still had my sandwich, after all, a sort of overgrown bread roll exotic enough with its dried beef and peppery salad filling.

I carried on. The pavement ended with the houses. High walls ran between the dusty road and the hillside, and on the other side the lake sparkled and lapped. I would climb some of those hills, and I would swim in the lake which must surely be warm enough, under all this sun. After you leave the village, Maman wrote, take the first turn up the hill and the gate is on your right. Here it was, a large double gate, fancy wrought iron, behind which a gravel drive lined with glossy-leaved pink-flowering bushes curved up daisied grass. Bloody hell, Lydie, I said. Cypress trees towered over the lawns and I couldn’t see the house. The villa. I took a deep breath and tried to turn the handle of the gate. Maybe it was just stiff. Maybe I should lift not turn. But the big keyhole was plain, oiled, in use. I looked again for a bell, maybe you were supposed to ring, maybe I was oafish, trying to let myself in. What if it was the wrong house after all, what would they think, some travel-stained foreigner trying to get in? (Always getting, you English, in and out, up and off.) I walked up the road a bit, to see if there was another house, if I could have made a mistake, but there wasn’t, not that I could see. After the end of the pink wall there was farmland, cows, and then the mountainside, only one villa to the right of the first road after the end of the village. I tried the gate again, hurt my finger. Trust sodding Lydie to immure herself like Sleeping Beauty. What was I supposed to do, mount my charger and hack through a century’s growth of thorns? No mobile phones, of course, in those days; if I’d had a telephone number for the villa, I could perhaps have returned to the village and negotiated the use of the panificio’s telephone, but I didn’t. Nor, I reflected, did I have anything like enough money for a hotel, let alone a ticket back to England, or even to the South of France where I had a postal address for my mother’s hosts but no telephone number. I should have to sleep in an olive grove, hitch-hike my way back to Derbyshire, starve to death like Jane Eyre on the moor except that I would be surrounded after all by ripe oranges and figs and I still had my sandwich. I sat down on the grass verge, which I later discovered to have been a mistake, insect bites in places you don’t want them, and ate half the sandwich and the last bit of the fruit cake from home, and then I gave thanks again to Daddy for the knapsack and climbed over the gate.




the space required

Edith peers from across the road as she waits to cross alongside an elderly American couple dressed for weather much worse than it is and three young Germans wearing shorts and carrying high-spec backpacks and hiking boots. Summer traffic, now, the tourists whose coming secures the West of Ireland’s food and clothes and shelter, tourists to be fed and clothed and sheltered with care and also sometimes disdain. Céad míle fáilte. Put out the flags and strike up the fiddle. Means the café’s open longer, anyway, even Sundays, haul in the catch while you can. She nips out in front of Brendan’s old tractor, leaving the tourists who’ll wait half an hour to get to the other side, returns his grave salute.

You can tell if Méabh’s in a room from the street outside. She has presence, Méabh, in the way of an older woman who’s spent decades fighting to own the space she occupies and, somewhere along the way, probably not that long ago and perhaps in the absence of her husband’s unconditional support, won. Edith remembers Lydia’s – well, boyfriend? Housemate? A choreographer, anyway – talking about the kinesphere, which is the space claimed by bodily movement. Breathing has a little kinesphere, represents the smallest space needed by a living body. Ballet has a very large kinesphere, which is interesting when you think about the restricted size of the bodies that perform it, the ways in which dance allows or commands women to claim space. And the conditions imposed, the price paid. There’s Méabh, on the bench at their preferred window table, her kinesphere, the space needed for the action of being Méabh, extending out onto the pavement and back to the counter where it meets the similarly well-established kinesphere of Bríd who owns the place and the bar next door, whose kitchen dances feed half the town and visitors, she likes to say, from across the whole world. No one here seems to notice that this whole world is mostly white folk from the North Atlantic rim.

Méabh stands up, leans across the table to hug and kiss in a waft of silk scarves, tilting vase and bold rose perfume, the sort Edith would like to wear but always decides is too much, too much of one blowsy thing, when she samples it at Duty Free. Darling, Méabh says, you’re looking very well, have we Gunter to thank for it? Aye, maybe, says Edith, hearing her old Derbyshire speech rising to Méabh’s Clare accent. After a certain age, it’s your childhood voice that answers the call. That or I was in the sea this morning, she says. Ah sure, says Méabh, I’ll take the sea over a man these days. What will you have? Say what you will about Russia, you should try Nadia’s honey cake. Méabh, Edith says, really. Look now, Méabh says, all I’m saying is you should try it. And there are some little dumpling things, I had those for my lunch the other day, and did you hear they want salad with everything, the Ukrainians, no matter what it is they’re wanting cucumber and radish on the plate? Seamus can’t keep them in the shop. Sounds very healthy, says Edith.

It is known in the village that Nadia who is now cooking for Bríd was a dentist in Kyiv, her qualifications not recognized in the EU. Nadia is smiley, big-eyed, anxious to please, has teeth conspicuously whiter and straighter than is normal around here. Sometimes she makes a kind of fudge and Edith wonders is it an act of suppressed aggression, to put sugar in the mouths of the people who shelter and feed her and her children but don’t recognize her, don’t see anything but a dispossessed Ukrainian, God love her, a Good Refugee. The Ukrainians, Edith has observed, have a measure of exemption from the requirement for refugees to express gratitude. They are allowed a certain moodiness. Irish people have an ancestral memory of having to flee or fight the aggressor next door who wants the fruits of their labour and their land. Sure how grateful would you be, to share a room in a second-rate hotel with your three kids and have a job waiting tables when you’ve a postgraduate degree? Eaters of salad and little dumplings, traumatized by exile, longing for home and, importantly, likely to return there when the war ends, if the war ends. And probably Nadia is longing, surely for dentistry and her own house if not for Kyiv. Méabh pushes her plate towards Edith. A generous slice, thin layers of brown cake and pale cream. Oh, says Edith, it’s sour cream cake, we used to have it – teenage birthdays, sometimes, bought from the Jewish deli in Sheffield, carried home in a white cardboard box held on someone’s lap or nested in hay in the back of the Land Rover. The Jewish deli also sold lox, pickles, chopped herring, occasionally bagels, strange smelly things you didn’t want your friends to see. She takes a teaspoon from Méabh’s saucer and tries it, a mouthful from the creamy edge. Yes. Walnuts, sour cream, the cinnamon a new but very acceptable addition. A local version, she thinks, might use the hazelnuts that flourish in every crevice of this limestone landscape. It’s not Ukrainian, she wants to say, it’s Jewish, but of course it’s both and neither, because her Jewish food is their Ukrainian food, because some of the great-grandparents of the people now fleeing Russian invasion and taking refuge here in the West of Ireland were the aggressors from whom her great-grandparents fled Ukraine for France. And thence to England, to America, and to Israel. One generation conducts a pogrom, one flees invasion. The grandchildren of survivors instigate genocide in their turn, eyes for eyes, teeth for teeth, the continent of Europe sown east to west and back with eyes and teeth, ploughed into the earth like salt.

She takes another spoonful. People who share recipes, who bake the same birthday cakes, stuff the same flatbreads with the same herbs, are perfectly capable of burning down each other’s houses, raping each other’s daughters and mutilating each other’s sons. The evidence would suggest it’s in all of us, both the baking and the bloodlust. What, says Méabh, it’s just a cake, let’s order another slice. Get your own please, she means, that one’s mine. I’ll have a scone, Edith says primly, with a pot of tea.

She shrugs off her coat, settles at the other end of the window seat, one foot tucked up so she can turn to see the cobbled harbour, the bobbing boats, the weather coming up the inlet, and face Méabh at the same time. I like your scarf, she says. How are things? Méabh shakes her head and shimmies her shoulders, a dog out of water. No better, she says, worse, really. The kids are fighting all the time and you can’t blame them, I do understand, it’s barely respectable Conor and the girls together in that little room and Caoimhe’s never out of my kitchen, if she’s not going through the cupboards she’s at the table drinking the good tea and jabbing at that phone and of course it’s her childhood home and I’m glad to have her, I’ve always told all of them never forget there’s a bed and a place at the table waiting for you here no matter what but Jesus Mary and Joseph Edith it’s coming up to the year they’ve been with me and – well, of course there’s worse suffering in the world and I’m sure the Ukrainians would soon set me right, it’s not that I’m not grateful to have them with me and everyone well, you know I missed them away up in Dublin all those years, but poor John now, he barely dares set foot in his own house, can hardly look at the television even for a big game and the way Aoibhinn speaks to him sometimes, you know yourself he can be old-fashioned but if I’d ever dreamt of saying one tenth of the like to my father – well, I wouldn’t have dreamt of it, that’s all, and it’s not as if he’s likely to change his mind for being called a Fascist, she should talk to some of her new friends up at the school if she wants to know what Fascism looks like. Edith thinks about another spoonful of Méabh’s cake, and thinks better of it. She’s a lovely girl, I’m not saying she’s not, says Méabh, and I know it’s better they have ideas and the confidence to speak up – I know, Edith says, you bring them up to be independent and strong-minded and then look what happens. Pat and Mike used to argue horribly, I hated it, and it was obviously stags clashing horns across the kitchen table, neither of them actually cared about the political stuff, or certainly not enough to take action. It was kind of disturbingly primal and I just used to get up and clear the dishes and neither of them noticed even when they were arguing about women’s rights. Oh, Edith, says Méabh, I do know, I didn’t forget you’ve Pat so much further away than Dublin, I know you miss him – London’s fine, Edith says, London’s about the right distance. I like hearing about his life there and I love the visits, I wouldn’t have your patience if he came to live with me, let alone bringing three teenagers. I know there isn’t anywhere, I know we have this conversation every time, but is there really nowhere they can go? I mean, you know everyone, surely someone knows someone who has an empty house, what about that Moloney place, the Americans are there, what, two weeks a year, couldn’t you rent that, what about that one on the back road to Carran? Ah sure, Méabh says, they’ll never let those, the Moloneys are back every summer and the Flanagan cousins’ll never come to terms, not in this generation, why do you think they left in the first place? No, there’s nothing habitable left and don’t think I haven’t thought of some of the ruins too, at least for the kids come summer, the whole three months of it with no school, Edith, how will I manage? Tell them at least to go away for a weekend, says Edith, no one’s going to win if you lose your mind. Aoibhinn could work in the hotel, couldn’t she, she wouldn’t have to be behind the bar, haven’t we all made beds in our time? Sure there’s the coffee van down at the beach, or would she not go visit her old friends in Dublin?

The oxygen mask thing, she thinks, save yourself, Méabh, but it’s never been obvious to her why the recommended course of action during a sudden loss of cabin pressure on a plane should be the model for behaviour under all other circumstances, and anyway she’s pretty sure she would have fitted Pat’s mask first, come the hour. Does anyone really leave their child blue and choking and falling through the sky while securing their own air supply? Maman, maybe, but that too would have been instinct rather than rule-following.

Nadia brings a tray holding one of Gunter’s teapots, steam twining from the spout, one of his good hefty mugs, a small china milk jug of no relevance to either Gunter’s pots or mint tea, a plump bronzed scone dimpled with berries, butter in the lavish Irish quantity, a generous puddle of green jam. Nadia has remembered Edith’s preference for the rhubarb and ginger made by Bríd’s daughter-in-law over the strawberry jam served to tourists. Thank you, says Edith, that looks great.

They can’t go away, Méabh says, she really is saving every penny for a house, or trying to at least and you can’t blame her for treating the kids sometimes, it’s not as if not buying a dress means they can buy a house any decade soon, you know yourself the prices are just a joke, who has that kind of money? We do, Edith thinks, we who were young when the young could buy houses. The house in Dun Laoghaire that she learnt to call the Marital Home sold for an absurd sum, a number she will never mention to anyone, thirty times what they paid for it when they moved from London thirty years ago. Her pension’s derisory – piecework, long gaps – and she’s not rich (does anyone think herself rich?) but with the divorce agreement she has and is likely to continue to have the cottage, health insurance, her car, enough money to pay the bills, a monthly subscription at the yoga studio, going out for coffee when she feels like it. (All right, maybe she is rich. But not very rich.) She is likely to die in comfort and leave Pat enough to do likewise. You do know, she nearly says to Méabh, there’s always a bed for you at my house, you know the spare room is always made up and no one in it, if Caoimhe can’t go away for a few days why don’t you come and stay with me. But she doesn’t say it. Because of Gunter. Because Méabh is her friend and she tends to like people less when she lives with them. Because, Edith thinks, she is not a generous person, and she learnt long ago that – barring certain necessities such as nappy-changing, wearing a mask during a pandemic and waiting your turn – you should do nothing resentfully.

Anyway, Méabh says, there’s nothing to be done about it, will you look at the sunshine now, enough of this, when you’ve finished that scone let’s go say hello to Columcille, maybe he can do something for Caoimhe. I think, says Edith, if the saints were able and willing to intervene in the Irish property market things would be looking very different, but let’s ask him, why not. I’m sorry, going on about it, says Méabh, you’re very good to listen. Not at all, says Edith, inadequate, aware that there’s an Irish response, more courteous and more loving, just beyond her grasp. Here, she
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A deliciously twisty story of two unlikely hotel guests, from Sunday Times bestseller Sarah Moss

Tell me the worst thing you’ve ever done.

On Christmas Eve, in a hotel on Ireland’s west coast, a man and a woman meet for the first time. As a snowstorm gathers outside windows twinkling with fairy lights, they share a meal, pour wine, propose a toast.

Janice and Gerry are strangers to each other, but they each have a story to tell, a confession to make.

As the blizzard howls, the night will take an unexpected turn, and their conversation will have consequences far beyond the candlelit table.
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