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For dearest Gordon with all my love




Prologue

PEOPLE SEEMED TO KNOW WITHOUT BEING TOLD. THEY CAME out of their houses and began to run down the main street. The murmur became louder, and almost without knowing they were doing it they started to check where their own families were. It was still just a figure, facedown in the water. They didn’t know for sure whether it was a man or a woman.

“Perhaps it’s a sailor from a ship,” they said. But they knew it wasn’t anyone who had gone overboard. No nice anonymous death of someone they didn’t know. No informing the authorities and saying a few prayers for the deceased unknown sailor. This was someone from Castlebay.

They stood in silent groups on the cliff top and watched the first people getting to the water’s edge: the boy who had first seen the waves leaving something frightening on the shore; other men too; people from the shops nearby and young men who were quick to run down the path. Then they saw the figures coming down the other path near the doctor’s house, kneeling by the body in case, just in case there was something in a black bag that could bring it back to life.

By the time Father O’Dwyer arrived with his soutane flapping in the wind the murmur had turned into a unified sound. The people of Castlebay were saying a decade of the rosary for the repose of the soul which had left the body that lay facedown on their beach.




Part One
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1950~1952

IT WAS SOMETIMES CALLED BRIGID’S CAVE, THE ECHO CAVE, AND if you shouted your question loud enough in the right direction you got an answer instead of an echo. In the summer it was full of girls calling out questions, girls who had come for the summer to Castlebay. Girls who wanted to know would they get a fellow, or if Gerry Doyle would have eyes for them this summer. Clare thought they were mad to tell the cave their secrets. Specially since people like her sister Chrissie and that crowd would go and listen for private things being asked and then they’d scream with laughter about them and tell everyone. Clare said she’d never ask the echo anything no matter how desperate she was, because it wouldn’t be a secret anymore. But she did go in to ask about the history prize. That was different.

It was different because it was winter anyway, and there was hardly anyone except themselves in Castlebay in winter; and it was different because it had nothing to do with love. And it was a nice way to come home from school that way down the Cliff Road; you didn’t have to talk to everyone in the town, you could look at the sea instead. And suppose she did go down that crooked path with all the Danger notices on it, then she could go into the cave for a quick word, walk along the beach and up the real steps and be home in the same time as if she had come down the street talking to this person and that. In winter there was hardly any business so people waved you into shops and gave you a biscuit or asked  you to do a message for them. She’d be just as quick going by Brigid’s Cave and the beach.

It had been dry, so the Danger bits weren’t so dangerous. Clare slid easily down the cliff on to the sand. It was firm and hard, the tide had not long gone out. The mouth of the cave looked black and a bit frightening. But she squared her shoulders; it looked just the same in summer yet people went in there in droves. She shifted her schoolbag to her back so that she could have both hands free to guide herself and once she got used to the light there was no difficulty seeing the little ridge where you were meant to stand.

Clare took a deep breath: “Will I win the history prize?” she called.

“Ize ize ize ize,” called the echo.

“It’s saying yes,” said a voice just beside her. Clare jumped with the fright. It was David Power.

“You shouldn’t listen to anyone else, it’s like listening in to confession,” Clare said crossly.

“I thought you saw me,” David said simply. “I wasn’t hiding.”

“How could I see you? Didn’t I come in out of the light? You were lurking in here.” She was full of indignation.

“It’s not a private cave. You don’t have to keep shouting Cave Occupied,” David retorted loudly.

“Pied pied pied pied,” said the cave.

They both laughed.

He was nice, really, David Power, he was the same age as her brother Ned—fifteen. They had been in Mixed Infants together, she remembered Ned telling someone proudly, wanting to share some experience with the doctor’s son.

He wore a tie and suit when he came home from school, all the time, not just when he went to Mass on Sundays. He was tall and he had freckles on his nose. His hair was a bit spiky and used to stick up in funny directions, one big bit of it fell over his forehead. He had a nice smile and he always looked as if he were ready to talk except that something was dragging him away. Sometimes he wore a blazer with a badge on it, and he looked very smart in that. He used to wrinkle his nose and tell people that it only looked smart when you didn’t see a hundred and eighty blazers like that every day at his school. He’d been at a boarding school for over a year but now it was closed because of scarlet fever. Only  the Dillon girls from the hotel went to boarding school and of course the Wests and the Greens, but they were Protestants and they had to go to a boarding school because there wasn’t one of their own.

“I didn’t think it would answer really, I only tried it as a joke,” she said.

“I know. I tried it once as a joke too,” he confessed.

“What did you ask it as a joke?” she inquired.

“I forget now,” he said.

“That’s not fair—you heard mine.”

“I didn’t, I only heard eyes eyes eyes.” He shouted it and it called back the three words to him over and over.

Clare was satisfied. “Well I’d best be off now, I have homework. I don’t suppose you’ve had homework for weeks.” She was envious and inquiring.

“I do. Miss O’Hara comes every day to give me lessons. She’s coming . . . oh soon now.” They walked out onto the wet hard sand.

“Lessons all by yourself with Miss O’Hara—isn’t that great?”

“It is. She’s great at explaining things, isn’t she? For a woman teacher I mean.”

“Yes, well we only have women teachers and nuns,” Clare explained.

“I forgot,” David said sympathetically. “Still she’s terrific, and she’s very easy to talk to, like a real person.”

Clare agreed. They walked companionably along to the main steps up from the beach. It would have been quicker for David to climb the path with Danger written on it, it led almost into his own garden, but he said he wanted to buy some sweets at Clare’s shop anyway. They talked about things the other had never heard of. David told her about the sanitorium being fumigated after two pupils got scarlet fever; but all the time she thought that he was talking about the big hospital on the hill where people went when they had TB. She didn’t know it was a room in his school. She told him a long and complicated tale about Mother Immaculata asking one of the girls to leave the exercise books in one place and she thought that it was somewhere else and the girl went by accident into the nuns’ side of the convent. This was all lost on David, who didn’t know that you never under pain of terrible things went to the nuns’ side of the convent. It didn’t really matter to either of them,  they were no strain on each other, and life in Castlebay could be full of strains so this was a nice change. He came into the shop and, as there was nobody serving, she took off her coat, hung it up and found the jar of Clove Rock. She counted out the six for a penny that he was buying and before she put the lid on the jar she offered him one courteously and took one herself.

He looked at her enviously. It was great power to be able to stand up on a chair in a sweetshop, take down a jar and be free to offer one to a customer. David sighed as he went home. He’d have loved to live in a shop like Clare O’Brien, he’d have loved brothers and sisters, and to be allowed to go up to the yard and collect milk in a can when the cows were being milked, or gather seaweed to sell to the hot sea baths in bundles. It was very dull going back to his own house now, to his mother saying he should really have some sense of what was what. It was the most irritating thing he had ever heard, especially since it seemed to mean anything and everything and never the same thing twice. Still, Miss O’Hara was coming tonight, and Miss O’Hara made lessons much more interesting than at school, he had once been unwise enough to explain to his mother. He thought she would be pleased but she said that Miss O’Hara was fine for a country primary school but did not compare with the Jesuits who were on a different level entirely.

 

Clare was sighing too, she thought it must be great altogether to go back to a house like David Power’s where there were bookcases of books in the house, and a fire on in that front room whether there was anyone sitting in it or not. And there was no wireless on, and nobody making noise. You could do your homework there for hours without anyone coming in and telling you to move. She remembered the inside of the house from when she had been up to Dr. Power for the stitches the time she had caught her leg on the rusty bit of machinery. To distract her Dr. Power had asked her to count the volumes of the encyclopedia up on the shelf and Clare had been so startled to see all those books in one house for one family that she had forgotten about the stitches and Dr. Power had told her mother she was as brave as a lion. They had walked home after the stitches with Clare leaning on her mother. They stopped at the church to thank St. Anne that there hadn’t been any infection in the leg and as Clare saw her mother bent in prayer and gratitude in front of the St.  Anne grotto she let her mind wander on how great it would be to have a big peaceful house full of books like that instead of being on top of each other and no room for anything—no time for anything either. She thought about it again tonight as David Power went up the street home to that house where the carpet went right into the window, not stopping in a square like ordinary carpets. There would be a fire and there’d be peace. His mother might be in the kitchen and Dr. Power would be curing people and later Miss O’Hara would be coming to give him lessons all on his own without the rest of a class to distract her. What could be better than that? She wished for a moment that she had been his sister, but then she felt guilty. To wish that would be to want to lose Mammy and Daddy and Tommy and Ned and Ben and Jimmy. Oh and Chrissie. But she didn’t care how wrong it was, she wouldn’t mind losing Chrissie any day of the week.

 

The calm of the shop was only temporary. Daddy had been painting out in the back and he came in holding his hands up in front of him and asking someone to reach out a bottle of white spirit and open it up this minute. There was an awful lot of painting going on in the wintertime in Castlebay. The sea air just ripped the coats off again and the place looked very shabby unless it was touched up all the time. Mammy came in at the same moment; she had been up to the post office and she had discovered terrible things. Chrissie and her two tinkers of friends had climbed on the roof of Miss O’Flaherty’s shop and poked a long wet piece of seaweed through to frighten Miss O’Flaherty. They could have given the unfortunate woman a heart attack; she could, God save us all, have dropped stone dead on the floor of her own shop and then Chrissie O’Brien and her two fine friends would have the sin of murder on their souls until the Last Day and after. Chrissie had been dragged home by the shoulder, the plait and the ear. She was red-faced and annoyed. Clare thought that it was a good thing to have frightened Miss O’Flaherty who was horrible, and sold copy books and school supplies but hated school-children. Clare thought it was real bad luck that Mammy happened to be passing. She smiled sympathetically at Chrissie but it was not well received.

“Stop looking so superior,” Chrissie cried out. “Look at Clare gloating at it all. Goody-goody Clare, stupid boring Clare.”

She got a cuff on the side of her head for this performance and it made her madder still.

“Look, she’s delighted,” Chrissie went on, “delighted to see anyone in trouble. That’s all that ever makes Clare happy, to see others brought down.”

“There’ll be no tea for you, Chrissie O’Brien, and that’s not the end of it either. Get up to your room this minute—do you hear? This minute. ” Agnes O’Brien’s thin voice was like a whistle with anger, as she banished the bold Chrissie, wiped the worst paint off her husband’s hands with a rag that she had wet with white spirit, and managed at the same time to point to Clare’s coat on the hook.

“This isn’t a hand-me-down shop,” she said. “Take that coat and put it where it’s meant to be.”

The unfairness of this stung Clare deeply. “We always leave our coats there. That is where it’s meant to be.”

“Do you hear her?” Agnes looked in appeal to her husband, did not wait for an answer but headed for the stairs. Chrissie up there was for it.

“Can’t you stop tormenting your mother and move your coat?” he asked. “Is it too much to ask for a bit of peace?”

Clare took her coat down from the hook. She couldn’t go up to the bedroom she shared with Chrissie because that would be like stepping straight into the battlefield. She stayed idling in the shop.

Her father’s face was weary. It was so wrong of him to say she was tormenting Mammy, she wasn’t, but you couldn’t explain that to him. He was bent over in a kind of a stoop and he looked very old, like someone’s grandfather, not a father. Daddy was all gray, his face and his hair and his cardigan. Only his hands were white from the paint. Daddy had grown more stooped since her First Communion three years ago, Clare thought; then he had seemed very tall. His face had grown hairy too—there were bits of hair in his nose and his ears. He always looked a bit harassed as if there wasn’t enough time or space or money. And, indeed, there usually wasn’t enough of any of these things. The O’Brien household lived on the profits of the summer season which was short and unpredictable. It could be killed by rain, by the popularity of some new resort, by people overcharging for houses along the cliff road. There was no steady living to be gained over the winter months, it was merely a matter of keeping afloat.

The shop was oddly shaped when you came in: there were corners and nooks in it which should have been shelved or walled off but nobody had ever got round to it, the ceiling was low and even with three customers the place looked crowded. Nobody could see any order on the shelves but the O’Briens knew where everything was. They didn’t change it for fear they wouldn’t find things, even though there were many more logical ways of stocking the small grocery-confectioner’s. It all looked cramped and awkward and though the customers couldn’t see behind the door into the living quarters it was exactly the same in there. The kitchen had a range, with a clothesline over it, and the table took up most of the space in the room. A small scullery at the back was so poky and dark that it was almost impossible to see the dishes you washed. There was one light in the middle of the room with a yellow light shade which had a crack in it. Recently Tom O’Brien had been holding his paper up nearer to the light in order to read it.

Agnes came downstairs with the air of someone who has just finished an unpleasant task satisfactorily. “That girl will end on the gallows,” she said.

She was a thin small woman, who used to smile a lot once; but now she seemed set in the face of the cold Castlebay wind, and even when she was indoors she seemed to be grimacing against the icy blast, eyes narrow and mouth in a hard line. In the shop she wore a yellow overall to protect her clothes, she said, but in fact there were hardly any clothes to protect. She had four outfits for going to Mass, and otherwise it had been the same old cardigans and frocks and skirts for years. There were always medals and relics pinned inside the cardigan; they had to be taken off before it was washed. Once she had forgotten, and a relic of the Little Flower which had been in a red satin covering had become all pink and the pale blue cardigan was tinged pink too. Agnes O’Brien had her hair in a bun which was made by pulling it through a thing that looked like a doughnut, a squashy round device, and then the hair was clipped in. They never saw her doing this, but once they had seen the bun by itself and it had alarmed Clare greatly because she hadn’t known what it was.

The dark and very angry eyes of her mother landed on her. “Have you decided that you would like to belong to this family and do what’s required of you? Would it be too much to ask you to take that coat out of my way before I open the range and burn it down to its buttons?”

She would never do that, Clare knew. She had hoped her mother might have forgotten it during the sojourn upstairs. But the coat was still going to be a cause of war.

“I told her, Agnes—my God, I told her—but children nowadays . . .” Tom sounded defeated and apologetic.

Clare stuffed her school coat into a crowded cupboard under the stairs and took a few potatoes out of the big sack on the floor. Each evening she and Chrissie had to get the potatoes ready for tea, and tonight, thanks to Chrissie’s disgrace, it looked as if Clare was going to have to do it on her own. In the kitchen sat her younger brothers Ben and Jim; they were reading a comic. The older boys Tommy and Ned would be in from the Brothers shortly, but none of this would be any help. Boys didn’t help with the food or the washing up. Everyone knew that.

 

Clare had a lot to do after tea. She wanted to iron her yellow ribbons for tomorrow. Just in case she won the history essay she’d better be looking smart. She would polish her indoor shoes, she had brought them home specially, and she would make another attempt to get the two stains off her tunic. Mother Immaculata might make a comment about smartening yourself up for the good name of the school. She must be sure not to let them down. Miss O’Hara had said that she had never been so pleased in all her years teaching as when she read Clare’s essay, it gave her the strength to go on. Those were her very words. She would never have stopped Clare in the corridor and said that, if she hadn’t won the prize. Imagine beating all the ones of fifteen. All those Bernie Conways and Anna Murphys. They’d look at Clare with new interest from now on. And indeed they’d have to think a bit differently at home too. She longed to tell them tonight, but decided it was better to wait. Tonight they were all like weasels and anyway it might look worse for Chrissie; after all she was two and a half years older. Chrissie would murder her too if she chose to reveal it tonight. She took upstairs a big thick sandwich of cheese, a bit of cold cooked bacon and a cup of cocoa.

Chrissie was sitting on her bed, examining her face in a mirror. She had two very thick plaits in her hair; the bits at the ends after the rubber bands were bushy and didn’t just hang there like other people’s; they looked as if they were trying to escape. She had a fringe which she cut herself so badly that she had to be taken to the hairdresser to get a proper  job done on it, and at night she put pipe cleaners into the fringe so that it would curl properly.

She was fatter than Clare, much, and she had a real bust that you could see even in her school tunic.

Chrissie was very interested in her nose, Clare couldn’t understand why but she was always examining it. Even now in all the disgrace and no meal and the sheer fury over what she had done to Miss O’Flaherty she was still peering at it looking for spots to squeeze. She had a round face and always looked surprised. Not happily surprised, not even when someone was delivering her an unexpected supper.

“I don’t want it,” she said.

“Don’t eat it then,” Clare returned with some spirit.

She went back downstairs and tried to find a corner where she could learn the poem for tomorrow; and she had to do four sums. She often asked herself how was it that with six people living in that house who were all going to school, why was she the only one who ever needed to do any homework?

 

Gerry Doyle came in as she was ironing her yellow ribbons.

“Where’s Chrissie?” he asked Clare in a whisper.

“She’s upstairs. There was murder here. She gave Miss O’Flaherty some desperate fright with seaweed. Don’t ask for her. They’ll all go mad if you even mention her name.”

“Listen, would you tell her . . .” He stopped, deciding against it. “No, you’re too young.”

“I’m not too young,” Clare said, stung by the unfairness of it. “But young or old, I don’t care—I’m not giving your soppy messages to Chrissie. She’ll only be annoyed with me, and you’ll be annoyed with me, and Mammy will beat the legs off me, so I’d much prefer you kept them to yourself.” She went back to the ribbons with vigor. They were flat gleaming bands now, they would fluff up gorgeously tomorrow. She couldn’t get herself up to the neck in Chrissie’s doings because there would be trouble at every turn. She must keep nice and quiet and get ready for tomorrow, for the look of surprise on Mother Immaculata’s face, and the horror on Bernie Conway’s and Anna Murphy’s.

Gerry Doyle laughed good-naturedly. “You’re quite right—let people do their own dirty work,” he said.

The words “dirty work” somehow cut through all the rest of the noise in the O’Brien kitchen and reached Agnes O’Brien as she pulled the entire contents of the dresser’s bottom cupboard onto the floor. Tom had said that she must have thrown out the length of flex he was going to use to put up a light outside the back door. She was sure she had seen it somewhere and was determined that the project should not be postponed.

Tommy and Ned were going through the paper for jobs as they did every week, marking things with a stubby purple pencil; Ben and Jimmy were playing a game that began quietly every few minutes until it became a slapping match and one of them would start to cry. Tom was busy mending the wireless which crackled over all the activity.

“What dirty work?” Agnes called: a grand fellow, that Gerry Doyle, but you had to watch him like a hawk. Whatever devilment was planned he had a hand in it.

“I was saying to Clare that I’m no good at any housework, or anything that needs a lot of care. I’m only good at dirty work.” He smiled across, and the woman on her knees in front of a pile of tins, boxes, paper bags, knitting wool, toasting forks and rusted baking trays, smiled back.

Clare looked up at him in surprise. Imagine being able to tell a lie as quickly and as well as that. And over nothing.

Gerry had gone over to the job consultation, saying he heard there was going to be a man from a big employment agency in England coming round and holding interviews in the hotel.

“Wouldn’t that be for big kind of jobs, for people with qualifications?” Ned asked, unwilling to think anyone would come to Castlebay to seek out him or his like.

“Have sense Ned, who is there in this place with any qualifications? Won’t it save you shoe leather and the cost of writing off to these places if you wait till this fellow arrives and he’ll tell all there’s to be told?”

“It’s easy on you to say that.” Tommy, the eldest, was troubled. “You  don’t have to go away for a job. You’ve got your business.”

“So have you.” Gerry pointed to the shop.

But it wasn’t the same. Gerry’s father was the photographer; during the winter he survived on dances, and the odd function that was held. In summer, he walked the length of the beach three times a day taking  family groups and then out again at night into the dance hall where the holiday business was brisk and where there would be a great demand to buy prints of the romantic twosomes that he would snap. Girls were his biggest customers, they loved to bring back holiday memories in the form of something that they could pass around the office and sigh over when the dance was long over. Gerry’s mother and sister did the developing and printing, or they helped with it, which was the way it was described. Gerry’s father expected the only son to take an active part, and since he had been a youngster, Gerry had tagged along learning the psychology as well as the mechanics of the camera.

You must never annoy people, his father had taught him, be polite and a little distant even, click the camera when they aren’t at all posed or prepared and then if they show interest and start to pose take a proper snap. The first plate was only a blank to get their attention. Remind them gently that there’s no need to buy, the proofs will be available for inspection in twenty-four hours. Move on and don’t waste any time chatting when the picture is taken, have a pleasant smile but not a greasy sort of a one. Never plead with people to pose, and when gaggles of girls want six or seven shots taken of them remember they’re only going to buy one at the most so pretend to take the snap more often than taking it.

Gerry’s beautiful sister Fiona had long, dark ringlets; when she wasn’t working in the darkroom in their house during the summer she sat in the wooden shack up over the beach selling the snaps. Gerry’s father had said that a town like Castlebay was so small you could never have a business if you tried to get big and expand and hire people. But keep it small and run it just with the family and there would be a great inheritance for Gerard Anthony Doyle.

But Gerry never had the air of a boy about to step into a secure future. He examined the paper with the O’Brien boys as eagerly as if he would be having to take the emigrant ship with them.

How did he know whether there’d be a living for him here? His father was always saying that all it needed was a smart-alec firm to come in for the summer and they’d be ruined. Who knew what the future would bring? Maybe people would want colored photography, there could be newfangled cameras, it was living on a cliff edge his father always said. At least in O’Brien’s they could be sure that people would  always want bread and butter and milk. They’d want groceries until the end of the world and as long as the trippers kept coming wouldn’t they be selling ice creams and sweets and oranges until the last day as well?

Gerry always made everything sound more exciting than it was. He saw a future for Tommy and Ned where they’d work in England and then, just when all the English would be wondering what to do and where to go for the summer holidays, Ned and Tommy would come back home to Castlebay, get behind the counter, help out with the shop and have a great holiday as well. And they’d be fine fellows at the dance because they’d be so well up in everything after being in England. Tommy complained that it wouldn’t be much of a holiday coming home to work like dogs in the really tough part of the year when O’Brien’s was open from eight o’clock in the morning until midnight. But Gerry just laughed and said that would be their investment, that was the only time of the year that there’d be work for all hands. The rest of the year they’d be falling over each other with no one to serve, but in the summer the whole family should be there to make sure that everyone got a bit of sleep anyway and to keep the thing going. It was like that in all seaside towns. Gerry was very convincing. Tommy and Ned saw it all very rosily, and really and truly Gerry was right, shouldn’t they wait till the man came and had a list of jobs for them instead of scanning all the ads which told them nothing when all was said and done?

Clare had turned the iron on its end by the range; she was folding the blanket and the scorch sheet and wondering where to replace them since everything from the dresser seemed to be on the floor. Gerry Doyle was sitting on the table swinging his legs and she got a sudden feeling that he was giving her brothers wrong advice. They weren’t capable and sure like he was, they were the kind of people who agreed with everyone else.

“Would this man who came offering jobs in the hotel, would he be offering the kind of jobs where you could get on or jobs you’d just have to work hard at?”

They were surprised that she spoke. Her father took his head out of the shell of the wireless.

“It’s the same thing, Clare girl, if you work hard you get on. If you don’t, you don’t.”

“But trained like, that’s what I mean,” Clare said. “You remember when that Order came and the girls were all going to be taken off to do their Leaving Certificate and learn a skill if they became postulant nuns.”

Ned roared with scorn. “A postulant nun! Is that what you’d like us to be? Wouldn’t we look fine in the habit and the veil?”

“No that’s not what I meant . . .” she began.

“I don’t think the Reverend Mother would take us,” Tommy said.

“Sister Thomas, I really think we’re going to have to do something about your voice in the choir,” Ned said in mincing tones.

“Oh, I’m doing my best, Sister Edward, but what about your hob-nailed boots?”

“Sister Thomas, you can talk. What about your hairy legs?”

Benny and Jimmy were interested now.

“And you’ve got to give up kicking football round the convent,” said Ben.

“Nuns kicking football,” screamed Jimmy with enthusiasm. Even Mammy on her knees and having triumphantly found the bit of flex was laughing and Dad was smiling too. Clare was rescued unexpectedly.

“Very funny, ha ha,” Gerry Doyle said. “Very funny Mother Edward and Mother Thomas, but Clare’s right. What’s the point of getting a job on a building site without any training as a brickie or a carpenter? No, the real thing to ask this fellow is nothing to do with how much, but what kind of a job.”

Clare flushed with pleasure. They were all nodding now.

“I nearly forgot why I came,” Gerry said. “The father asked me to have a look at the view from different places. He’s half thinking of making a postcard of Castlebay, and he wondered where’s the best angle to take the picture from. He wondered would there be a good view from your upstairs. Do you mind if I run up and have a look?”

“At night?” Clare’s father asked.

“You’d get a good idea of the outlines at night,” Gerry said, his foot on the stairs.

“Go on up, lad.”

They were all back at their activities and nobody except Clare had the slightest idea that Gerry Doyle, aged fifteen and a half, had gone upstairs to see Chrissie O’Brien, aged thirteen.

Nellie was on her knees with the bellows when David came in. “I’m building up a nice fire for your lessons,” she told him.

Her face was red with the exertion and her hair was escaping from the cap she wore. She never seemed comfortable in the cap, it was always at the wrong angle somehow on her hair and her head seemed to be full of hairpins. Nellie was old, not as old as Mummy but about thirty, and she was fat and cheerful and she had been there always. She had a lot of married brothers and an old father. When David was a young fellow she used to tell him that she was better off than any of them, in a nice clean house and great comfort and all the food she could eat. David used to think it was lonely for her in the kitchen when they were all inside but Nellie’s round face would crack into a smile and she assured him that she was as well off as if she’d married a Guard, or even better off. Her money was her own, she had the best of everything and every Thursday afternoon and every second Sunday afternoon off.

David started to help with the fire but Nellie stood up, creaking, and said it was going fine and wasn’t that his teacher coming in the gate.

Angela O’Hara’s red bicycle was indeed coming up the gravel path. She was tall and slim, and she always wore belts on her coats as if it were the only way they’d stay on. Other people had buttons, but of course other people didn’t fly around on the bike so much. She had red-brown hair that was sort of tied back but with such a loose ribbon or piece of cord that it might as well not be tied back at all. She had big greenish eyes and she used to throw her head back when she laughed.

Miss O’Hara wasn’t at all like other grown-ups. She wanted to know did they all get a refund of fees because the school had to close for the scarlet fever. David didn’t know, he said he’d ask, but Miss O’Hara said it didn’t matter, and not to ask because it might seem as if she was looking for more money, which she wasn’t. David had forgotten that she was being paid to teach him, it wasn’t the kind of thing you’d think about, he sort of believed that Miss O’Hara did it for interest. She had found that very funny. She said in many ways she would well do it for interest but the laborer was worthy of his hire as it said somewhere in the gospels, and if she were to do it for free what about the fancy order of priests he was with—they certainly didn’t do it for free. David said he thought the  main cost was the food and the beds in the dormitories, he couldn’t imagine that the actual lessons would cost anything.

She came for an hour every evening, after she had finished up at the school and called in on her mother. Mrs. O’Hara was all crooked from arthritis and David thought that she looked like an illustration of an old tree in one of the children’s books he used to read. A book probably tidied away neatly by his mother for when it would be needed again. Miss O’Hara had two sisters married in England and a brother, a priest, in the Far East. She was the only one who had never traveled, she told him. He asked what would have happened if she had traveled and her mother had got all crippled living by herself.

“Then I’d have come back,” Miss O’Hara had said cheerfully. Since her sisters were married and her brother was a priest she would have been the one to look after her mother anyway.

The O’Hara house was out a bit on the road toward the golf course, and Miss O’Hara cycled everywhere on her big red bicycle with the basket of exercise books in the front. There were always copy books and when it rained she had them covered with a waterproof sheet. She wore a long scarf wound round her in winter and if there was a wind sometimes her long hair stood out behind her in a straight line. David’s mother once said she looked like a witch heading for the cliff road and you’d expect her and the bicycle to take flight over the seas. But his father had refused to let a word of criticism be spoken of her. He said that nobody knew how much she did for that crippled mother of hers, morning noon and night, and wasn’t it proof to note that when poor Angela O’Hara went on her two weeks holiday a year somewhere they had to have three people in and out of that house to mind the mother and it was never done satisfactorily even then. His mother didn’t like Miss O’Hara—it had something to do with her not admiring things or not being excited enough about his mother going to Dublin for outings. It had never been said, it was just a feeling he had.

The table with his books on it was near the fire and Nellie would bring in a pot of tea and a slice of cake or apple tart.

Miss O’Hara always talked to Nellie more than she talked to his mother, she’d ask about Nellie’s old father out in the country and the row with the brothers and had they heard from the sister in Canada.  She’d giggle with Nellie about something new that Father O’Dwyer’s housekeeper had said. The woman’s name was Miss McCormack, but everyone called her Sergeant McCormack because she tried to run not only Father O’Dwyer and the church but the whole of Castlebay too.

Miss O’Hara came in now, her hands cold from clenching the handlebars in the wind, and she held them out to the fire.

“God, Nellie, isn’t it a sin having a great fire like this banked up just for David and myself? We could work in the kitchen, you know, beside the range.”

“Oh, that wouldn’t do at all!” Nellie was horrified.

“You wouldn’t mind, David?” she began . . . and then suddenly changed her mind. “No, don’t take any notice of me. I always want to change the world—that’s my problem. Aren’t we lucky to have this grand place in here? Let’s make the most of it. Nellie, tell me what are they building on the side of Dillon’s? It looks like an aerodrome.”

“Oh, that’s going to be a sun lounge, I hear,” Nellie said, full of importance. “They’re going to have chairs and card tables maybe in the summer, and tea served there too.”

“They’d need to have rugs and hot-water bottles if it turns out anything like last summer. Come on, college boy, get out your geography book. We’re going to make you a world expert on trade winds. You’re going to make them green and yellow striped with jealousy when you get back to that palace of a school of yours. We’ll show them what a real scholar is, the way we breed them in Castlebay.”

 

Paddy Power was tall and thickset, with a weather-beaten face. His face was beaten by weather of all kinds, but mainly the sharp wind that came in from the sea as he walked up lanes to people’s houses, lanes where his big battered car wouldn’t go. He had a shock of hair that grew in all directions as if he had three crowns on his head; it had been brown and then it was speckled but now it was mainly gray. Because of his bulk and his alarming hair he sometimes looked fierce, but that was before people got to know him. He had a great way of talking, a kind of good-natured bantering until he could see what was wrong; his talk was merely to relax the patient until he could see where the piece of grit in the eyes was, or the splinter in the hand, the glass in the sole of the foot or feel for the pain in the base of the stomach without too much tensing and alarm.

He was a burly man who never found clothes to fit him and never cared about them either. Life was far too short, he said, to spend time in a tailor’s talking rubbish about lines and cuts and lapels. But for all his bulk and his haphazard attitude to his appearance, he was a healthy man and he was able to go down the path from his own garden to the sea and swim for nearly six months of the year and to get a game of golf a week as well. But Paddy Power was tired today; it had been a very long day and he had driven seventeen miles out to see a young woman who would be dead by Christmas but who talked cheerfully of how she knew she’d be better when the fine weather came. Her five children had played noisily and unconcerned around the feet of the doctor and the pale young husband just sat looking emptily into the fire. He had also had to have an unpleasing chat with one of the Dillon brothers from the hotel and speak seriously about liver damage. No matter how carefully he tried to phrase it, he had ended up with a blank wall and a great deal of resentment. Today it had ended with Dick Dillon telling him to mind his own bloody business, and that Paddy Power was a fine one to talk, half the county could tell you that he was drunk as a lord three years ago at the races, so he was in a poor position to cast stones. There were two bad cases of flu in old people, where it was settling in on chests that were never strong, he could see both of them turning into pneumonia before long. People talked about the good seaside air, and the bracing breezes. They should be here in a doctor’s surgery in winter, Paddy Power thought gloomily, there’d be less of the folksy chat then.

Molly said that David was getting on like a house on fire with his lessons, and that he did two hours on his own each morning.

“She’s a fine scholar Angela. Isn’t it a pity that she never got the recognition for it?” Paddy said, wearily taking off his boots and putting on his slippers.

“Never got any recognition? Isn’t she a teacher above in the school with a big salary? Hasn’t she all her qualifications? That’s not bad for Dinny O’Hara’s daughter.” Molly sniffed.

“You miss the point, Moll. That’s a bright girl and she’s stuck here in Castlebay teaching children to be waitresses and to serve their time in shops. And what kind of a life does she have in that house? I mean the Little Sisters wouldn’t do as much for their flock as Angela does for her mother.”

“Oh I know, I know.” Molly was anxious to leave it now.

“Still, a man on a white horse may ride into town one day for her yet.” He smiled at the thought.

“I’d say she’s a bit past that now,” Molly said.

“She’s only twenty-eight years of age, a year older than you were when we got married, that’s what she is.”

Molly hated when he spoke about things like that in front of Nellie. Molly hadn’t grown up here, she came from a big town and she had been at school in Dublin. She didn’t like anyone knowing her business nor indeed her age.

She looked at herself in the mirror, no longer young but not too bad. She had made a friend of the buyer in that shop in Dublin and now there was no problem in getting clothes. Nice wool two-pieces, loose enough so that you could wear a warm vest and maybe even a thin jumper under them. You needed a lot of layers in Castlebay. And Paddy had given her nice brooches over the years so that she always looked smart. No matter who came to the house, Molly Power looked well-dressed and ready to receive them, her hair was always neat and well-groomed (she had a perm every three months in the town) and she always used a little makeup.

She examined her face. She had been afraid that the climate in this place might have made her lined or leathery like a lot of the women, but then they probably didn’t use any face cream even.

She smiled at herself, turning her head slightly so that she’d see the nice clip-on earrings she had got recently to match the green brooch on her green and gray wool two-piece. Paddy saw her smiling and came and stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders.

“You’re right about yourself, you’re gorgeous,” he said.

“I wasn’t thinking that,” she said indignantly.

“Well, you should have been,” he said. “A glamorous thing, not like a mother and wife.”

She thought about being a mother for a moment. She had believed it would be impossible. So many false alarms. The weeks of delight followed by the miscarriages at three months. Three times. Then two babies born dead. And then when she hardly dared to believe it, David. Exactly the child she wanted. Exactly.
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Angela thought David was a grand little fellow. He looked like an illustration from those Just William books, with his hair sticking up, his shoelaces undone and his tie crooked. When he worked he sort of came apart.

Wouldn’t it be lovely to teach bright children all the time without having to pause forever for the others to catch up. She looked at him as he worked out a chart of the winds and gave it to her triumphantly.

“Why are you smiling?” he asked suspiciously.

“I don’t know. I could be losing my mind. I’ve noticed myself smiling nowadays whenever any child gets anything right. It’s such a shock, you see.”

He laughed. “Are they all hopeless at the school here?”

“No, not all. Some are as smart as paint. But what’s the point? Where will it get them?”

“Won’t it get them their exams?”

“Yes, yes, it will.” She stood up a bit like a grown-up who wasn’t going to follow the conversation on with him. He was disappointed.

 

Angela cycled home from Dr. Power’s house into the wind. Her face was whipped by it and the salt of the sea stung her eyes. Any journey in winter seemed like a voyage to the South Pole, and she wondered for the millionth time would they be better if she moved her mother to a town. Surely this wet wind coming in through every crack in the cottage must be hard on her, surely it couldn’t be healthy living in a place that was only right for seals and gulls for three-quarters of the year. But then she mustn’t fool herself: if they moved to a town it would be for herself, so that she could have some life. Let’s not pretend it would be for her mother’s poor old misshapen bones. And anyway what more life would there be for her in a town? She’d come in as a schoolmarm with an ailing mother, that’s if she were to get a job at all. A schoolmarm who was freewheeling down to thirty. Not something that was going to light many fireworks. Stop dreaming, Angela, head down, foot down, pedal on, only a few more minutes now, the worst bit is over, you’re past the blasts of wind from the gap in the cliff. You can see the light in the window.

People called it a cottage because it looked small from the front but in fact there was an upstairs. It was whitewashed and had the formal little garden with its boxed hedge and tiny path up to the door.

She wondered how they had all fitted there when her father was alive, when they were children, they must have been crowded. But then her parents had slept in one room upstairs, the three girls in another and Sean, the only boy, in the third. And downstairs the room which she had now made into a bedroom for her mother had been a kind of sitting room she supposed. There had been no books in it in those days, there had been no shining brass ornaments, no little bunches of flowers or bowls of heather and gorse like she had nowadays. But of course in those times the small house had been home for a drunk, an overworked and weary mother and four youngsters all determined to get away from it as soon as possible. How could there have been time for the luxury of books and flowers?

Her mother was sitting on the commode where Angela had put her before going up to the Powers’. She had dropped her stick and the other chair was too far away so she had nothing to support her and couldn’t get up. She was uncomplaining, and apologetic. Angela emptied the chamberpot and put Dettol in it, she got a basin of soapy water and a cloth for her mother and helped her to wash herself and put on powder. Then she slipped the flannel nightdress that had been warming on the fireguard over her mother’s small bent head and helped her to the bed in the room adjoining the kitchen. She handed her the rosary beads, her glass of water and put the clock where she could see it. She didn’t kiss her mother, they weren’t a kissing family. She patted her on the folded hands instead. Then Angela O’Hara went back into the kitchen and took out the essays which would be handed back next day. There was no doubt about the winner, that had been obvious all along, but she wanted to write a little paragraph on the end of all the others. They had done the essay in their free time to enter for the prize that she had provided. She wanted to give them some encouragement, some visible proof that she had read them, even the illiterate ones.

She wet a pot of tea and settled down with the wind howling outside and very shortly the sound of her mother’s gentle snores about ten feet away.

 

Clare O’Brien had arrived early at school. The back of her neck was almost washed away, such a scrubbing had it got. The stain on her school tunic was almost impossible to see now, it had been attacked severely  with a nail brush. Her indoor shoes were gleaming, she had even polished the soles, and the yellow ribbons were beautiful. She turned her head a few times to see them reflected in the school window, she looked as smart as any of the others, as good as the farmers’ daughters who had plenty of money and got new uniforms when they grew too big for their old ones, instead of all the letting down and letting out and false hems that Clare and Chrissie had to put up with.

She thought the day would never start. It was going to be such an excitement going up there in front of the whole school. And there would be gasps because she was so young. Years and years younger than some of them who had entered.

Chrissie would be furious of course, but that didn’t matter, Chrissie was furious about everything, she’d get over it.

Clare walked to the end of the corridor to read the notice board. There was nothing new on it, maybe after this morning there might be a notice about the history prize. There was the timetable, the list of holidays of obligation during the year, the details of the educational tour to Dublin and also the price of it, which made it outside Clare’s hopes. There was the letter from Father O’Hara, Miss O’Hara’s brother who was a missionary. He was thanking the school for the silver paper and stamp collecting. He said he was very proud that the girls in his own hometown had done so much to aid the great work of spreading Our Lord’s word to all the poor people who had never heard of Him.

Clare couldn’t remember Father O’Hara, but everyone said he was marvelous. He was very tall, taller than Miss O’Hara, and very handsome. Clare’s mother had said that it would do your heart good to see him when he came back to say Mass in the church, and he was a wonderful son too, she said. He wrote to his mother from the missions, she often showed his letters to people—well, when she had been able to get out a bit she had.

Father O’Hara made the missions sound great fun altogether. Clare wished he would write a letter every week. She wondered what did Miss O’Hara write to him. Would she tell him about the history prize this week?

There was Miss O’Hara now, coming in the gate on her bicycle.
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Mother Immaculata had a face like the nib of a pen.

“Could I have a word, Miss O’Hara? A little word please. That’s if you can spare the time.”

One day, Angela promised herself, she would tell Mother Immaculata that she couldn’t spare the time, she was too busy helping the seniors to run the potin still and preparing the third years for the white-slave traffic. But not yet. Not while she still had to work here. She put her bicycle in the shed and swept up the armful of essays wrapped in their sheet against the elements.

“Certainly, Mother,” she said with a false smile.

Mother Immaculata didn’t speak until they were in her office. She closed the door and sat down at her desk; the only other chair in the room was covered in books so Angela had to stand.

She decided she would fight back. If the nun was going to treat her as a disobedient child over some trivial thing as yet unknown, and let her stand there worrying, Angela was going to draw herself up so high that Mother Immaculata would get a crick in her neck looking up. Angela raised herself unobtrusively onto her toes, and stretched her neck upwards like a giraffe. It worked. Mother Immaculata had to stand up too.

“What is all this about a money prize for an essay competition, Miss O’Hara? Can you explain to me how it came up and when it was discussed with me?”

“Oh, I’ve given them an essay to do and I’m awarding a prize for the best one.” Angela smiled like a simpleton.

“But when was this discussed?” The thin pointed face quivered at the lack of respect, or anxiety at discovery.

“Sure, there’d be no need to discuss every single thing we did in class, Mother, would there? I mean, would you ever get anything done if we came to you over what homework we were going to give them and all?”

“I do not mean that. I mean I need an explanation. Since when have we been paying the children to study?”

Angela felt a sudden weariness. It was going to be like this forever. Any bit of enthusiasm and excitement sat on immediately. Fight for every single thing including the privilege of putting your hand into your own very meager salary and giving some of it as a heady excitement which had even the dullards reading the history books.

It was like a slow and ponderous dance. A series of steps had to be  gone through, a fake bewilderment. Angela would now say that she was terribly sorry, she had thought Mother Immaculata would be delighted, which was lies of course since she knew well that Immaculata would have stopped it had she got wind of it earlier. Then a fake display of helplessness, what should they do now, she had all the essays corrected, look here they were, and the children were expecting the results today. Then the fake supplication, could Mother Immaculata ever be kind enough to present the prize? Angela had it here in an envelope. It was twenty-one shillings, a whole guinea. Oh and there was a subsidiary prize for another child who had done well, a book all wrapped up. And finally the fake gratitude and the even more fake promise that it would never  happen again.

Mother Immaculata was being gracious now, which was even more sickening than when she was being hostile.

“And who has won this ill-advised competition?” she asked.

“Bernie Conway,” said Angela. “It was the best, there’s no doubt about that. But you know young Clare O’Brien, she did a terrific one altogether, the poor child must have slaved over it. I would like to have given her the guinea but I thought the others would pick on her, she’s too young. So that’s why I got her a book, could you perhaps say something Mother about her being . . .”

Mother Immaculata would agree to nothing of the sort. Clare O’Brien from the little shop down by the steps, wasn’t she only one of the youngest to enter for it? Not at all, it would be highly unsuitable. Imagine putting her in the same league as Bernie Conway from the post office, to think of singling out Chrissie O’Brien’s younger sister. Not at all.

“But she’s nothing like Chrissie—she’s totally different,” wailed Angela. But she had lost. The children were filing into the school hall for their prayers and hymn. Mother Immaculata had put her hand out and taken the envelope containing the guinea and the card saying that Bernadette Mary Conway had been awarded the Prize for Best History Essay. Mother Immaculata left on her desk the neatly wrapped copy of Palgreave’s Golden Treasury for Clare O’Brien for Excellence in History Essay Writing.

Angela picked it up and reminded herself that it was childish to believe that you could win everything.

Mother Immaculata made the announcements after prayers. Clare  thought the words were never going to come out of the nun’s thin mouth.

There were announcements about how the school was going to learn to answer Mass with Father O’Dwyer, not serve it of course, only boys could do that, but to answer it, and there must be great attention paid so that it would be done beautifully. And there was a complaint that those girls in charge of school altars were very lacking in diligence about putting clean water in the vases. What hope was there for a child who couldn’t manage to prepare a clean vase for Our Lady? It was a very simple thing surely to do for the Mother of God. Then there was the business about outdoor shoes being worn in the classroom. Finally she came to it. Mother Immaculata’s voice changed slightly. Clare couldn’t quite understand—it was as if she didn’t want to give the history prize.

“It has come to my notice, only this morning, that there is some kind of history competition. I am glad of course to see industry in the school. However, that being said, it gives me great pleasure to present the prize on behalf of the school.”

She paused and her eyes went up and down the rows of girls who stood in front of her. Clare smoothed the sides of her tunic nervously. She must remember to walk slowly and not to run, she could easily fall on the steps leading up to the stage where Mother Immaculata, the other nuns and lay teachers stood. She would be very calm and she would thank Miss O’Hara and remember to thank Mother Immaculata as well.

“So I won’t keep you in any further suspense . . .” Mother Immaculata managed to draw another few seconds out of it.

“The prize is awarded to Bernadette Mary Conway. Congratulations, Bernadette. Come up here, child, and receive your prize.”

 

Clare told herself she must keep smiling. She must not let her face change. Just think about that and nothing else and she’d be all right. She concentrated fiercely on the smile; it sort of pushed her eyes up a bit and if there were any tears in them people wouldn’t notice.

She kept the smile on as stupid Bernie Conway put her hand to her mouth over and over, and then put her hand on her chest. Her friends had to nudge her to get her to her feet. As she gasped and said it couldn’t be true, Clare clenched her top teeth firmly on top of her lower teeth  and smiled on. She saw Miss O’Hara looking round at the school and even looking hard at her. She smiled back hard. Very hard. She would never let Miss O’Hara know how much she hated her. She must be the meanest and most horrible teacher in the world—much meaner than Mother Immaculata—to tell Clare that she had won the prize, to say all those lies about it being the best thing she had read in all her years teaching. Clare kept the smile up until it was time to file out of the hall and into their classrooms. Then she dropped it; it didn’t matter now. She felt one of her ribbons falling off; that didn’t matter now either.

 

The girls brought sandwiches to eat in the classroom at lunch, and they had to be very careful about crumbs for fear of mice. Clare had made big doorsteps for herself and Chrissie since her big sister was still in disgrace. But she hadn’t the appetite for anything at all. She unwrapped the paper, looked at them and just wrapped them up again. Josie Dillon, who sat beside her, looked at them enviously.

“If you’re sure?” she said as Clare passed them over wordlessly.

“I’m sure,” Clare said.

It was raining, so they couldn’t go out in the yard. Lunchtimes indoors were awful, the windows were all steamed up and there was the smell of food everywhere. The nuns and teachers prowled from classroom to classroom seeing that the high jinks were not too high; the level of noise fell dramatically as soon as a figure of authority appeared and then rose slowly to a crescendo once more when the figure moved on.

Josie was the youngest of the Dillons, the others were away at a boarding school but it was said that they wouldn’t bother sending Josie, she wasn’t too bright. A big pasty girl with a discontented face—only when someone suggested food was there any animation at all.

“These are lovely,” she said with a full mouth to Clare. “You’re cracked not to want them yourself.”

Clare smiled a watery smile.

“Are you feeling all right?” Josie showed concern. “You look a bit green.”

“No, I’m fine,” Clare said. “I’m fine.” She was saying it to herself rather than to Josie Dillon who was busy opening up the second sandwich and looking into it with pleasure.

Miss O’Hara came into the classroom and the noise receded. She  gave a few orders: pick up those crusts at once, open the window to let in some fresh air, no it didn’t matter how cold and wet it was, open it. How many times did she have to say put the books away before you start to eat? And suddenly, “Clare, can you come out here to me a minute?”

Clare didn’t want to go; she didn’t want to talk to her ever again. She hated Miss O’Hara for making such a fool of her, telling her that she’d won the prize and building up her hopes. But Miss O’Hara had said it again. “Clare. Now, please.”

Unwillingly she went out into the corridor which was full of people going to and from the cloakrooms getting ready for afternoon classes. The bell would ring any moment now.

Miss O’Hara put her books on a windowsill right on top of the Sacred Heart altar. There were altars on nearly every windowsill and each class was responsible for one of them.

“I got you another prize, because yours was so good. It was really good and if you had been competing with people nearer your own age you’d have won hands down. So anyway I got this for you.” Miss O’Hara handed her a small parcel. She was smiling and eager for Clare to open it. But Clare would not be bought off with a secret prize.

“Thank you very much, Miss O’Hara,” she said and made no attempt to untie the string.

“Well, aren’t you going to look at it?”

“I’ll open it later,” she said. It was as near to being rude as she dared to go, and in case it had been just that bit too much she added, “Thank you very much.”

“Stop sulking, Clare, and open it.” Miss O’Hara’s voice was firm.

“I’m not sulking.”

“Of course, you are, and it’s a horrible habit. Stop it this minute and open up the present I bought you so generously out of my own money.” It was an order. It also made Clare feel mean. Whatever it was she would be very polite.

It was a book of poetry, a book with a soft leather cover that had fancy flowers painted on it with gold-leaf paint. It was called The Golden Treasury of Verse. It was beautiful.

Some of the sparkle had come back into the small face with the big eyes. “Open the book now and see what I wrote.” Angela was still very teacherish.

Clare read the inscription aloud.

“ ‘That’s the first book for your library. One day when you have a big library of books you’ll remember this one, and you’ll take it out and show it to someone, and you’ll say it was your first book, and you won it when you were ten.’ ”

“Will I have a library?” Clare asked excitedly.

“You will if you want to. You can have anything if you want to.”

“Is that true?” Clare felt Miss O’Hara was being a bit jokey, her voice had a tinny ring to it.

“No, not really. I wanted to give you this in front of the whole school, I wanted Immaculata to give it to you, but she wouldn’t. Make you too uppity or something. No, there’s a lot of things I want and don’t get, but that’s not the point, the point is you must go out and try for it, if you don’t try you can’t get anything.”

“It’s beautiful.” Clare stroked the book.

“It’s a grand collection, much nicer than your poetry book in class.”

Clare felt very grown-up: Miss O’Hara saying “Immaculata” without “Mother” before it. Miss O’Hara saying their poetry textbook wasn’t great! “I’d have bought a book anyway if I’d won the guinea,” she said forgivingly.

“I know you would, and that eejit of a Bernie Conway will probably buy a handbag or a whole lot of hairbands. What happened to those nice yellow ribbons you were wearing this morning?”

“I took them off, and put them in my schoolbag. They seemed wrong.”

“Yes, well maybe they’ll seem right later on, you know.”

“Oh, they will, Miss O’Hara. Thank you for the beautiful book. Thank you, really.”

Miss O’Hara seemed to understand. Then she said suddenly, “You  could get anywhere you wanted, Clare, you know, if you didn’t give up and say it’s all hopeless. You don’t have to turn out like the rest of them.”

“I’d love to . . . well, to get on you know,” Clare admitted. It was out, this thing that had been inside for so long and never said in case it would be laughed at. “But it would be very hard, wouldn’t it?”

“Of course, it would, but that’s what makes it worth doing. If it were easy, then every divil and dirt could do it. It’s because it’s hard it’s special.”

“Like being a saint,” Clare said, eyes shining.

“Yes, but that’s a different road to go down. Let’s see if you can get you an education first. Be a mature saint, not a child saint, will you?”

The bell rang, deafening them for a moment.

“I’d prefer not to be a child saint all right. They’re usually martyred for their faith, aren’t they?”

“Almost invariably,” Miss O’Hara said, nearly sweeping the statue of the Sacred Heart with her as she gathered her books for class.

 

Chrissie and her two desperate friends Peggy and Kath had planned a visit to Miss O’Flaherty’s to apologize. Gerry Doyle had apparently told Chrissie last night that this was the best thing to do by far. After all, she knew it was them, they’d all been caught and punished by their parents, why not go in and say sorry, then Miss O’Flaherty would have to forgive them or else everyone would say she was a mean old bag who held a grudge. Chrissie hadn’t gone along with this in the beginning but Gerry had been very persuasive. What could they lose? he argued. They didn’t need to mean they were sorry, they only needed to say it, and then it would take the heat off them all so that they could get on with the plans for the party in the cave, otherwise they would all be under house arrest. Do it soon, and put your heart and soul into it, had been Gerry’s advice. Grown-ups loved what they thought were reformed characters. Lay it on good and thick.

Clare was surprised to see the threesome stop outside Miss O’Flaherty’s shop. She was sure they’d have scurried past but they were marching in bold as brass. She pretended to be looking at the flyblown window display that had never changed as long as she knew it, but she wanted to hear what was coming from inside the shop.

The bits that she heard were astonishing. Chrissie was saying something about not being able to sleep last night on account of it all, Peg was hanging her head and saying she thought it was a joke at the time but the more she thought of it, it wasn’t a bit funny to frighten anyone. And Kath said that she’d be happy to do any messages for Miss O’Flaherty to make up for it.

Miss O’Flaherty was a big confused woman with hair like a bird’s nest. She was flabbergasted by the apology and had no idea how to cope.

“So, anyway, there it is,” Chrissie had said, trying to finish it up. “We’re all as sorry as can be.”

“And, of course, we’re well punished at home,” added Kath. “But that’s no help to you, Miss O’Flaherty.”

“And maybe if our mothers come in you might say that we . . .”

Miss O’Flaherty had a jar of biscuits out. There would be no more said about it. They were harmless skitters of girls when all was said and done, and they had the good grace to come and admit their wrongdoing. They were totally forgiven. She would tell all their mothers. They skipped out of the shop free souls again. Clare was disgusted with them. Miss O’Flaherty was horrible and she deserved to be terrified with bits of seaweed. Why were they saying sorry now at this late stage? It was a mystery.

She didn’t get much enlightenment from Chrissie, who was annoyed to see her.

“I’m sorry, Peg and Kath, but my boring sister seems to be following us around.”

“I’m not following you. I’m coming home from school,” Clare said. “I have to come home this way. It’s too windy to walk on the cliff road.”

“Huh,” said Kath.

“Listening,” said Peg.

“You’re so lucky that you don’t have any sisters younger than you,” Chrissie said. “It’s like having a knife stuck into you to have a younger sister.”

“I don’t see why. We don’t think Ben and Jimmy are like knives,” Clare argued.

“They’re normal,” Chrissie said. “Not following you round with whinges and whines day in day out.” The other two nodded sympathetically.

Clare dawdled and looked into the drapery. She knew everything off by heart in that window too. The green cardigan on the bust had been there forever, and the boxes of hankies slightly faded from the summer sun were still on show. Clare waited there until the others had rounded the corner. Then she walked slowly on down the street toward the big gap in the cliffs where the steps went down to the beach, back home to O’Brien’s shop which everyone said should be a little gold mine since  it was perched on the road going down to the sea. It was the last shop you saw before you got to the beach so people bought their oranges and sweets there, it was the first shop you met on the way back with your tongue hanging out for an ice cream or a fizzy drink. It was the nearest place if you sent a child back up the cliff for reinforcements on a sunny day. Tom O’Brien should be making a small fortune there people said, nodding their heads. Clare wondered why people thought that. The summer was the same length for the O’Briens as for everyone else. Eleven weeks. And the winter was even longer and colder because they were so exposed to the wind and weren’t as sheltered as people all along Church Street.

 

Molly Power said that it was lonely for David having no friends of his own and perhaps they should let him ask a friend to stay. The doctor thought that there were plenty of young lads in the town, boys he had played with before he went off to boarding school. But Molly said it wasn’t the same at all, and shouldn’t they let him ring his friend James Nolan in Dublin and invite him for a few days? His family could put him on the train and they could meet him. David was delighted, it would be great to have Nolan to stay, Nolan had sounded very pleased on the phone. He said it would be good to get away from home, he hadn’t realized how mad his relations were. They must have got worse since he’d gone to boarding school and he hadn’t noticed. David told him it would be very quiet after the bright lights of Dublin. Nolan said the lights of Dublin weren’t as bright as that, and his mother wouldn’t let him go to the pictures in case he got fleas. He couldn’t wait to get to the seaside.

“And will my class increase by a hundred percent?” Angela O’Hara asked him when she heard that Nolan was coming to stay.

David hadn’t thought of that. He didn’t know. It was something he hadn’t given any thought to.

“Never mind.” Angela had been brisk. “I’ll sort it out with your parents. But we had a plan for twenty days’ work to cover the time you were at home, if Mr. Nolan arrives that will cut six days out of it. What are you going to do? Abandon it or try to do the work anyway?”

He was awkward and she rescued him.

“I think you’d rather not have Nolan seeing you taught lessons by a  woman. It’s a bit like a governess, a country schoolteacher coming to the house.”

“Oh, no, heavens, nothing like that.” David’s open face was distressed. “Honestly, if you knew how much I’ve learned since working with you, I’d be afraid to let on in case they’d never send me back to the school again, they’d put me into the convent here.”

He was a mixture of charm and awkwardness. It was very appealing. The image of his bluff kind father and yet with a bit of polish that must have come from his mother thrown in.

“Why don’t I set out a bit of work for you and Mr. Nolan to do each day? Say an hour and a half or two hours. I’ll correct it, without coming in on top of you at all, and that way there’s no embarrassment.”

The relief flooded his face.

“Is Mr. Nolan as bad at Latin as you are?” she asked.

“A bit better, I think. He’s going to need it too you see, he’s going to do Law.”

“Is his father a barrister?”

“A solicitor,” David said.

“That makes it nice and easy,” she said with a bitter little laugh.

David was puzzled, but she changed the subject. It wasn’t David Power’s fault that the system was the way it was. A system that made it natural that David Power should be a doctor like his father, and James Nolan of Dublin a solicitor like his father, but made it very hard for Clare O’Brien to be anything at all. Angela squared her shoulders: hard, but not impossible. Hadn’t Clare the best example in the land sitting teaching her? Angela, youngest daughter of Dinny O’Hara, the drunk, the ne’er-do-well, the man looking for every handout in Castlebay. And she had got the Call to Training, and higher marks in the college than any other student, and they had scrimped to send her brother to the missions, and she had nieces and nephews in comfortable homes in England. Nobody in the town could pity them when they walked behind her father’s coffin five years ago. If Angela could do it with a drunken father and a crippled mother, then Clare could do it. If she cared enough, and today it looked as if she cared almost too much.

“So, College Boy,” she said to David, “let’s get on with the hedge school before the gentry come down from Dublin and catch us with our love for books!”

“You’re great, Miss O’Hara,” David said admiringly. “Wasn’t it a pity you weren’t a man? You could have been a priest and taught us properly.”

 

Molly Power was very anxious that things should be done right for David’s young friend, and there were endless instructions to Nellie about breakfast on trays and getting out the best silverware until David begged that they just come downstairs as usual. Then they’d have to do their homework for Miss O’Hara before they felt free, but what a long day stretched ahead. Nolan loved the beach being so near, it was almost like having your own private swimming place, he said enviously, to be able to climb over a stile at the end of the garden and have a path going down to the sand and the caves. A path with Danger written all over it. Nolan tried out the Echo Cave and the other smaller caves. He wore Wellington boots and slid and scrambled over the rock pools, he picked up unusual shells, he walked out to the end of the cliff road to see if the Puffing Hole was blowing. He walked the course on the golf links and planned that he and David should take lessons next summer. He couldn’t believe they were allowed to go to the cinema at night. In Dublin he had only been to matinees and that was before his mother had heard of all the fleas.

Nolan was very popular in Castlebay. He was so handsome for one thing, small, with pointed features and hair that didn’t stick out in angles like David’s but fell in a sort of wave across the front of his forehead. He had very sharp eyes which seemed to see everything, and he wore his clothes with style, turning up his collars and striding round with his hands buried deep in his pockets. He used to joke about being short and said that he suffered from a small-man complex like Napoleon and Hitler.

He was polite to Mrs. Power and insatiable for medical details from Dr. Power. He praised Nellie’s cooking and he said that he thought Castlebay was the most beautiful place in Ireland. In no time he was an honored guest. Even Angela O’Hara liked him. He wrote out his preparation dutifully in small neat writing, and Angela had immediately sent him a note on the first batch of corrected work: “Kindly make your writing much less fancy and much more clear. I have no idea whether  or not you have written the correct ending on the cases of the nouns. I will not be mocked.”

“She must be quite a character. Why don’t we meet her?” he asked David.

David wasn’t really sure, but he knew that it somehow reflected discredit on him. “She’s shy,” he lied, and felt worse.

Next day they saw a figure like a dervish flying past on a red bicycle. The machine did a dangerous turn and an envelope of papers was thrown from the basket to David.

“Here you are, College Boy. Save me facing the winds over your way.”

David caught them neatly.

“This is the man who doesn’t know the neuter plural from a hole in the ground,” she shouted cheerfully. “You’ve got to make the adjectives plural too, my friend. No use just throwing them there and hoping they’ll decline themselves.”

“Can’t you come and teach us up at the house?” Nolan called out flirtatiously.

“Ah, too much to do, but aren’t we doing fine by correspondence course?” Her hair stretched out behind her in the wind, blowing like someone in an open car in a film. She wore a gray coat and a gray and white scarf.

“She’s gorgeous,” breathed Nolan.

“Miss O’Hara?” David said in disbelief. “She’s as old as the hills.”

They were still laughing over what age Miss O’Hara would be when Nolan was twenty-five, the age he thought he might take a bride, when they met Gerry Doyle. He had Wellingtons and a fisherman’s jersey and somehow he seemed much more suitable for the place than they were. Gerry was about the only one who would ever ask him what his boarding school was like, and what they had to eat and what kind of cars fellows’ parents had.

“I was thinking they might burn that school of yours down if it has the plague,” Gerry said agreeably. He thought it was all more serious than they were being told, plague and pestilence and scarlet fever; otherwise why would they close down a big important school? He suggested too that they should look out for germs when they got back, in stagnant pools or in the curtains.

David made a mental note to talk to his father about it when he got home.

“Do you want to come to a midnight feast? Isn’t that the kind of thing you have in your place all the time, before the plague and all?”

“I was at one and we were caught,” David said sadly.

“I was at that and another—the other wasn’t caught,” Nolan said as a matter of record.

“Yes, well, tomorrow night in the Seal Cave starting at eleven thirty. If you could bring a few sausages and your own bottle of orange or even beer.”

“Can we?” Nolan’s eyes were shining.

“Why not? This is Castlebay. This isn’t a backwater like Dublin,” David said bravely, and Gerry Doyle told them that there’d be girls and tins of beans and sausages . . .

Gerry Doyle had told Chrissie not to say a word to Tommy and Ned about the party in the cave. It wasn’t that he had anything against them but they were the kind who could accidentally let something slip. He wasn’t even telling his own sister, he said, because she was the same. Chrissie was pleased that Fiona wasn’t coming and so were Peggy and Kath. Fiona looked a bit too attractive for their taste; she was fourteen of course, which would make her look a lot better, just automatically, than the rest of them but still they all felt a bit second best when Fiona was there. And of course Chrissie wouldn’t think for a moment that Tommy and Ned should be invited, they were far too uncertain—they’d wonder aloud for days and in the end they’d all be found out and the picnic in the cave would be stopped. Gerry had said that there’d be about a dozen of them or so, no point in alerting the whole town. They were to meet there at eleven-thirty, and everyone was to try to make their own way in twos and threes at most. So as not to be noticed.

Clare stirred in her bed when she saw Chrissie’s legs swing to the floor on the other side of the room. To her surprise, Chrissie was fully dressed. She was moving very quietly and feeling round for her shoes. The light of the Sacred Heart lamp fell on her as she was picking up what looked like a great lump of sausages and rashers from the shop! Chrissie was actually wrapping these stealthily in white paper and darting nervous glances at Clare’s bed.

In a flash Clare understood she was running away. In a way this was  great. She would have a bedroom to herself, she wouldn’t be tortured by Chrissie morning noon and night anymore. There would be less rows at home. But in another way it wasn’t great. Mammy and Daddy were going to be very upset and the Guards would be here in the morning and Father O’Dwyer and people would walk along the cliffs when the tide came in looking for a body as they always did whenever anything happened in Castlebay. And there would be prayers for her and Mammy would cry and cry and wonder where she was and how she was faring. No, Clare sighed reluctantly, better not to let her run away, it was going to be more trouble than it was worth.

Chrissie looked at her suspiciously when she heard the sigh.

“Are you running away?” Clare asked casually.

“Oh, God in heaven, what a sorrow it is to have such a stupid sister. I’m going to the toilet, you thick turnip you.” But there was fear in her voice.

“Why are you dressed up in your clothes and taking sausages and bacon if you’re just going to the toilet?” Clare asked mildly.

Chrissie sat down on the bed, defeated. “Oh, there’s an awful lot of things I’d like to do to you. You’re a spy. You were born a spy. It was written on you plainly. You’ll never do anything else except follow people round and make their lives a misery. You hate me and so you destroy everything I do.”

“I don’t hate you, not really hate,” Clare said. “If I hated you properly wouldn’t I let you run away?”

Chrissie was silent.

“But Mammy would be desperately upset and Dad too. I mean they’re going to be crying and everything. It’s not that I’m spying, I just thought I’d ask where you were going in case they think you’re dead or something.”

“I’m not running away. I’m going out for a walk,” Chrissie said.

Clare sat down in her small iron bed. “A walk?” she said.

“Shush. Yes, a walk, and we’re going to have a bit of a meal on it.”

Clare raised herself up and looked out the window behind the Sacred Heart statue and the little red lamp. It was pitch dark outside. Not a thing stirred in Castlebay. “Are Peggy and Kath going too?”

“Shush. Yes. And Clare . . .”

“Is it a picnic?”

“Yes, but you’re not coming. You’re not going to spoil every single thing I’m doing. You’re not going to ruin it for me.”

“Oh, that’s all right if it’s only a picnic.” Clare had snuggled down under the blankets again. “I just didn’t want the fuss if you ran away. That’s all.”

 

There was a small red traveling clock on the kitchen mantelpiece. David took it to bed with him. Nolan said that he’d wake all right in the spare room but David didn’t want to take any chances. The clock was under David’s pillow and its alarm was muted but it woke him from a deep sleep. For a while he couldn’t think what was happening, and then he remembered. He had the bottle of cider and the sausages packed neatly in his school gym and games bag. Nolan had bought four bottles of stout and two packets of marshmallow biscuits which he said were great if you toasted them over a fire. Gerry Doyle had said there would be a bonfire in the back of the Seal Cave and that they knew it would work because they had tried it out already. There was a part of the cave which was perfect for it.

The only problem was Bones, the dog. David’s father said that Bones would go up and lick the paws of any intruder or assassin but he’d bark the house down if you went in or out yourself. He was more of a liability than a watchdog. David and Nolan had decided to bring Bones with them to the midnight feast. It was either that or drug him and though Nolan preferred the notion of knocking him out for a few hours David had been too strictly brought up, in a house where even aspirins were locked away, to think that this was remotely possible.

He crept into the spare room and Nolan was indeed dead asleep but woke eagerly.

“I was only thinking with my eyes shut,” he said.

“Sure, and snoring with them shut too,” David said.

They shushed each other and crept down the stairs. Bones jumped up in delight and David closed his hand around the dog’s jaw while stroking his ear at the same time. This usually reduced Bones to a state of foolish happiness and by the time Nolan had eased open the door they were safe. Bones trotted down the garden to the back wall ahead of them, finding nothing unusual in the hour. David and Nolan with their torches in their pockets stumbled. They couldn’t shine a light until  they were over the stile, it would surely be the one moment that David’s mother was going to the bathroom and would look out the window and then waken the neighborhood.

But down the path which said Danger they used their torches, and slipped and slid more than they walked. It was dry now but it had been raining earlier and the twisty path had a lot of mud.

“This is fantastic,” Nolan said, and David swelled with pride. When they got back to school Nolan would tell everyone of the terrific time he had in Power’s place and the others would look at him with respect. He had always been slow to tell people about Castlebay, it sounded like such a backwater compared to the great places they all came from, but looking at it through Nolan’s eyes he realized there was much more to it than he had thought.

Down on the beach Bones ran round like a mad thing, up to the edge of the sea and back again, barking excitedly, but he could bark forever down here, the sound of the waves crashing and the wind whistling would carry it far away. Dr. and Mrs. Power wouldn’t even hear it in their dreams.

The Seal Cave was dark and mysterious looking. David was quite glad he wasn’t on his own. There was a big fire at the back; Gerry was right, there was a part of it that was dry and not dripping with slime. They had begun the cooking and rashers dangled dangerously on long sticks and a couple of toasting forks. There were at least a dozen people around the fire. There were giggling girls nudging each other and breaking into loud laughter. That was Peg and Kath, he knew them to see; and Chrissie O’Brien from the shop. David looked around for Clare but she was too young probably. Chrissie couldn’t be more different to Clare, he thought. Screeching with laughter and knocking the food off other people’s forks. Clare was solemn and much gentler somehow.

David had never had stout before, but the others were drinking it. It almost made him throw up; it didn’t taste like a drink should taste. Manfully he finished one bottle and began another. Nolan seemed to like it and he didn’t want to look a sissy. Gerry Doyle seemed to notice though.

“You could have some champagne cider if you like. It’s a different taste, nice sort of drink,” he suggested.

David sipped some: now this was more like it. Sweet and fizzy, very nice indeed.

Gerry, small and eager, was hunched up over the fire. He looked very knowledgeable.

David held his glass up to the light. “It’s good stuff this,” he said appreciatively.

Later, when he was getting nowhere after the groping had begun, Gerry marked his card again. No use trying anything with that one; she just laughed all the time. There was the one who would be more cooperative. A manly wink which David returned unsteadily. Gerry Doyle was a good friend to steer you in the right direction.

 

There were mystery ailments all over Castlebay next day, but against all the odds nobody broke ranks and the midnight feast was never discovered. Chrissie O’Brien had come back home covered in mud with cuts all down her legs where she had fallen coming up the steps from the strand, and she was sick twice into a chamberpot in the bedroom. Clare said grumpily she hoped that these midnight feasts weren’t going to be going on all the time. Chrissie was too busy plotting the morrow and how she would explain her ripped and mud-covered coat, to answer Clare. In the end she decided she would go out early before anyone saw the state she was in and then she could fall again and be considered too sick to go to school. It worked too, nobody noticed that half the mud had dried and the scabs on her legs had started to heal. Chrissie’s friend Peggy managed to get to school and stick the day but Kath had been sick in the classroom and had to be sent home.

Up in Power’s house there seemed to be no explanation for the burn that had appeared as if by magic on James Nolan’s mouth. In fact it had come from his eating a sausage directly from the long bit of skewer it was cooked on, but it was announced as being something that had come upon him unexpectedly during the night. Molly Power worried endlessly what his parents would say when he got back and fussed interminably about it when she wasn’t fussing about David who was as white as a sheet and had to go to the bathroom every few minutes. The third peculiar thing in the house was Bones. He had apparently let himself out in the night and was found asleep in the garage with a cooked sausage in his paws. Dr. Power told her that in the long run it was often better not to  think too hard and try too earnestly to solve all problems. Sometimes it was better for the brain to let things pass.

Gerry Doyle’s father told him at breakfast that there had been terrible caterwauling in the middle of the night and did he know anything about it? It sounded like a whole lot of women or girls crying on the doorstep. Gerry looked at him across the table and said that he thought he had heard that mad dog of the doctor’s wailing and baying around the town during the night—could that have been it? It could, his father thought doubtfully and sniffed around him. “This place smells like Craig’s Bar,” he said to his wife and stamped off to what they all called his office, the front room beside the main bedroom. Gerry’s mother got annoyed and started to slam out the breakfast dishes in a temper.

“Brush your teeth for heaven’s sake, Gerry, and eat an orange or something before you go to school.” Fiona was not only kind—she was practical.

Gerry looked at her gratefully. “I had a feeling there might be a bit of a trace,” he grinned.

“Trace?” said Fiona. “You nearly knocked us all out. Was it great fun?”

“It was in a way.”

“I wish you’d have let me . . .”

“No.” He was very firm.

“But I’m older even than some of them who were there.”

“That’s not the point. You’re not that type. No one must ever say that anyone was messing around with you. You are all I’ve got. I’ve to look after you.”

He was serious. Fiona looked taken aback.

“You’ve got all of us . . . like we all have . . .” she said uncertainly.

“What have we got? We’ve got Dad, who lives in his own world. When did Dad say anything that wasn’t about the business?”

“He just mentioned Craig’s Bar, didn’t he?” Fiona laughed.

“Yes.” Absentmindedly he took a peppermint out of his pocket and unwrapped it.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, her big, dark eyes troubled.

“I don’t know. It’s just he’s so dull and unadventurous. How are we ever going to get on if we stay as timid as he is? And Mam . . . Well, honestly.”

“She’s a bit better, I think,” Fiona said softly. They had not talked about this before.

“She’s not. You say that because she went out to the garden and hung out the clothes. You think that’s some kind of success. She hasn’t been out of the house for six months. Six months. Tell me if that’s normal or not normal.”

“I know. But what can we do? They don’t want to tell Dr. Power.”

“It’s all his fault, he thinks that if we tell Dr. Power there’s going to be some kind of trouble.”

At that moment, Mr. Doyle reappeared, small and dark like his son, with the same quick smile and almost elfin face. “I’m only wondering does anyone in this house intend to go to school or have we all graduated without my knowing about it?”

“I’m just off. Dad, I may be going past David Power’s house. Will I ask his father to come and have a word with . . . ?”

“If anyone needs a doctor, they’ll go and see Dr. Power, and if they’re not able to go, Dr. Power will be brought to them,” said his father sternly. That was that. Gerry went to brush his teeth as had been suggested, and met his mother creeping along by the wall, alarmed by the word “doctor.”

“Don’t worry, Mary. Go back into the kitchen. There’s no need for a doctor,” his father said.

 

He called at the surgery that evening.

“Well, Gerry?”

“I don’t know, Dr. Power.”

“It can’t be too serious an ailment if you’ve forgotten it already.” The old doctor was cheerful.

“It wasn’t an ailment at all.”

“Good, good. Was it something wrong with someone else?” The man’s eyes were sharp.

Gerry seemed to hesitate. “No, I suppose people have to look after their own illnesses, don’t they?”

“It depends. If you saw a wounded man lying on the road you wouldn’t say he’d better look after his own illness.”

“No, it’s not like that.”

“Would you like to tell me what it is like?”

Gerry made up his mind. “No, no. Not now. I came to know if David and James Nolan would like to go out this evening? For a bit of a laugh like?”

Dr. Power was thoughtful. “I think there’s been enough laughs for the moment. I think it’s time the laughing died down for those two and they got a bit of work done.”

Gerry looked him in the eye. “Does that mean they can’t come out? Is that what you’re saying?”

“You’re as bright as the next man, Gerry. You know what I’m saying and not saying.”

“Right. Tell them I called and was sorry they weren’t allowed out.”

“No, I won’t, because that’s not the message. Tell them yourself if you want to.”

Gerry Doyle’s great skill was knowing when not to push it any further. “You’re a hard man, Dr. Power,” he said with a grin, and he was off.

Paddy Power wondered whether he had been going to ask about his anxiety-ridden father or his withdrawn, possibly phobic mother. Maybe the boy hadn’t noticed anything wrong with either of them. He was a funny lad.

 

A parcel arrived for Angela, a small flat box. It was a beautiful headscarf from the parents of James Nolan. “Thank you so very much for all the help with tuition, your pupils in Castlebay must be very lucky to have such a gifted teacher.” It was a square with a very rich-looking pattern on it, the kind of thing a much classier woman would wear. Angela was delighted with it. She showed it and the letter to her mother but it was a bad day and the old woman’s joints were aching all over.

“Why shouldn’t they be grateful to you? Why shouldn’t they send you something? It’s money they should have sent. Doesn’t the postman get paid for delivering letters?”

Angela sighed. She told David about it that evening. “Wasn’t it very thoughtful of them?” she said.

“They have great polite ways up in Dublin,” David said wistfully. “We’d never have thought of giving you a thing like that, and we should have.”

“Don’t be silly, College Boy. I was only telling you so that you’d know your friend appreciated the lessons and all that.”

“He thought you were very good-looking,” David said suddenly.

“I thought he wasn’t bad himself, but a bit small for me. How old is he, about fifteen?”

“Yes, just.”

“Oh, well, that’s no difference at all. Tell him I’ll see him when he’s about twenty-five. I’ll be coming into my prime about then.”

“I think that would suit him fine,” David laughed.

 

It was shortly before the school reopened that David met Gerry Doyle again.

“Have you had any good drinking nights since the cave?” Gerry asked.

“I think I’m going to be a Pioneer. I was never so sick. I was sick eleven times the next day,” David said truthfully.

“Well at least you held on to it until you got home,” Gerry said. “Which was more than some people managed. Still, it was a bit of a laugh.”

“Great altogether. Nolan said he’d never had such a night.”

“He was telling me you’ve got a record player of your own, a radiogram in your own bedroom—is that right?”

“Not a radiogram with doors on it, but a record player—yes, you plug it in.”

“How much would they be?” Gerry was envious.

“I’m afraid I don’t know. It was a present, but I could ask.”

“I’d love to see it,” Gerry Doyle said.

David’s hesitation was only for a second. His mother had never said  he wasn’t to have Gerry Doyle into the house but he knew she wouldn’t approve. “Come on, I’ll show you,” he said.

Any other lad in Castlebay might have held back but not Gerry Doyle. He swung along the cliff road companionably with David as if he had been a lifetime calling on the doctor’s house socially.

The summer houses looked dead, as they passed, like ghost houses, and it was hard to imagine them full of families with children racing in and out carrying buckets and spades, and people putting deckchairs up in the front gardens.

“Wouldn’t you need to be cracked to rent one of those for the summer?” Gerry nodded his head at the higgledy-piggledy line of homes.

“I don’t know. Suppose you didn’t live beside the sea?” David was being more tolerant.

“But if you had the money to rent one of those for a couple of months what would you spend it on that for, why wouldn’t you go abroad to Spain or to far places like Greece even?” Gerry was beyond believing that anyone could pay good money for a place in his own Castlebay.

“But if you were married with children you wouldn’t be able to take all of them abroad,” David argued reasonably.

“Ah well, I wouldn’t be married, so I suppose that’s the difference.”

“Not now, but later.”

“Not ever. Do you want to?”

“I thought I would,” David said.

“You’re off your head, David Power,” said Gerry Doyle agreeably.

 

Mrs. Power was in the hall arranging some winter branches in a vase.

“Hallo,” she said when the hall door opened. “Oh hallo, Gerry, do you want to see the doctor?” She looked slightly quizzical. Her head had inclined toward the surgery entrance. Patients didn’t come in the front door, they went in by the porch on the side.

“No, thanks, Mrs. Power. I’m coming to look at David’s record player,” he said confidently.

“I beg your pardon?” She was polite, but frosty.

“Oh, I’m going to show Gerry the record player. . . . How much was it, by the way?” David didn’t feel as brave as he sounded.

“It was a present, David dear,” his mother said with a smile that wasn’t in her eyes. “We don’t ask how much a present cost.”

“No, but maybe you could tell Gerry then. He was wondering if he might buy one.”

“I think it’s a little beyond Gerry,” said David’s mother in that tone he really hated. But Gerry didn’t seem to notice in the slightest.

“You might well be right,” he said cheerfully. “It wouldn’t be until the end of the summer anyway, I work for pocket money but there’s nothing really for me to do that’s useful until the trippers come. Still it’ll be nice to see it anyway.” He smiled straight into the disapproving face of David’s mother and with his arm on the banister and his foot on the first step he called to David. “Is it up here?”

David followed him without looking back to see the grim expression that he knew had settled on his mother’s face.

 

At lunch Mrs. Power waited until Nellie had left the room. “Paddy, could you ask David not to bring Gerry Doyle back here to the house.”

Dr. Power looked up mildly from his newspaper. “Well, he’s sitting beside you, Molly. Can’t you ask him yourself?” he said.

“You know what I mean.”

“Is this some kind of row?” The doctor looked from his wife to his son.

“Not on my part,” David said.

“See what I mean,” said Molly Power.

“Well, it seems you are being off-hand with your mother. Don’t be like that.” Dr. Power went back into the paper.

“Paddy. Please. Explain to David that Gerry Doyle’s perfectly all right but he is not a guest in this house.”

Wearily he put down the paper. “What’s it about?” he said, looking from one to another.

There was no reply.

“Well, what did young Doyle do that caused the upset?” Again he looked from his wife’s flushed face to his son’s mutinous one.

“Nothing,” David shrugged. “He came upstairs. I showed him my record player. He admired it. He went home.”

“Molly?”

“That’s not the point, as you know very well. You’re not an infant, David. You know well what I’m talking about.”

David looked blank.

“Your mother is saying that she goes to a lot of trouble to keep this house nice and she doesn’t want people tramping all over it. That’s a reasonable request, isn’t it?”

David paused, deciding whether or not to buy this explanation. Then he saw its flaws. “Oh sure, sorry, Mummy, I didn’t know that was what it was about. I thought you had something against Gerry Doyle himself. You know, like Nolan’s mother went through that bit of thinking everyone had fleas. No, that’s fine. Of course I won’t ask people back without asking you first.”

Molly smiled uneasily. She wasn’t at all sure that she had won.

“And I’ll be going down to his house later on today, he said he’d show me the darkroom and let me help to develop some of the pictures his father took at a wedding.”

He smiled brightly from one parent to the other and helped himself to a glass of orange squash.

 

Gerry Doyle’s sister was gorgeous looking. She wore an overall, which was like an artist’s smock, and she looked like an illustration in a book. She seemed a bit shy and answered yes and no when David asked her about anything. But she was very polite and helpful. She offered to go and make cocoa and said she’d run over to O’Brien’s for a quarter of a pound of broken biscuits as well.

“Why didn’t you ask her to the Seal Cave?” David wanted to know.

“Oh, you couldn’t ask your sister to a thing like that. It’s all right for Chrissie and Kath and Peggy and those—they’re the kind of girls you’d expect to have at a thing like that—but not Fiona.”

David felt he had overstepped some limit he didn’t know about. He felt awkward. He felt too that it was hard on the girls who had been there. They had all had great fun and played spin the bottle; and the boys had given them cider and beer and encouraged them like mad. Then the girls had got a bit silly and one or two of them were crying and Kath had been sick and they had fallen and everything. But it was all part of the night. It was a bit cruel somehow to think that Fiona was a different type of girl, one you wouldn’t bring to a party like that, but it was true. When she came back with the tray of cocoa and biscuits David knew that he would not like Fiona to have been to a party like that either.

He would have liked to ask her to write to him at school. Nolan had a girl who wrote him long letters. But he thought it was too complicated to set it all up. Firstly if Fiona had said yes he would have had to explain the whole system where the letters were read by the priests and so the girl who was writing had to pretend to be another boy. Nolan’s friend who was called Alice used to sign her name Anthony. She had to remember not to talk about hockey matches but say rugby instead, in fact the letter was in so heavy a code or disguise none of them could really work out what it meant. Still it was nice for Nolan to be able to get the letter and tell everyone how good-looking Alice was. It would be nice to do the same with Fiona. But if Gerry wouldn’t let her come to a party in a cave  down the road he would almost certainly be very much against her writing letters in code to a boy in a boarding school. That would be fast, and Fiona Doyle was not going to be thought of as fast. David noticed that he kept thinking of them as orphans even though they lived with their mother and father. That was odd.

“Your parents don’t take much part in things, do they?” he said enviously.

“They work too hard,” Gerry said. “It was always like that. It’s a dog’s life, and Mam hates the work but what else is there?”

“What would she prefer to be doing?”

“Arranging flowers on a hall table in a house like yours,” Gerry laughed. “But isn’t that what every woman would want?”

 

The roof didn’t fall in and the skies didn’t flash with lightning when David got back home that evening. He sensed that his parents had had a little chat. His mother was sewing the Cash’s name tapes on some new socks and pajamas for him. She seemed to have forgotten the row at lunchtime totally.

“I suppose in a way it will be hard to settle into all that studying again,” she said.

David was determined to be equally pleasant. “Yes, but I’m very glad that I had Miss O’Hara, very glad. Nolan said we were dead lucky down here to be able to get someone like that, up in Dublin teachers are sharks, he said, they ask for a fortune for grinds and they smell of drink.”

David’s father laughed from the other side of the fire. “Your friend James is full of nonsense. You can’t make generalizations about any job no more than you can about mine or his father’s. Dear dear.”

“You know the way Nolan goes on,” David said.

“Of course I do. He’s a very bright young fellow. We liked him, your mother and I did. Ask him down any time, or any of your other friends, the house is big and there’s plenty of room. And it’s nice to hear a bit of noise around the place.”

That’s a different tune to the one they were playing at lunch, David thought to himself. Then I was invading the privacy of the house. He heard himself saying that he’d love to ask Nolan again, and he was very grateful to be allowed to invite people home. Nolan’s mother was still fussing apparently and when she wasn’t worrying about fleas she was  worrying about ceilings falling down. Nolan said she was having a tonic for her nerves but it didn’t seem to be doing much good.

 

On the last evening before he went back he said he’d like to go and say a proper thank you to Miss O’Hara, and maybe give her a small present. David’s mother said that Angela O’Hara wouldn’t like that at all, she had been paid adequately, but Dr. Power said no, David was right, why not give her a book of some kind from the shelf, she always admired the books when she came to the house.

“You don’t need to go up to Dinny O’Hara’s cottage,” Molly Power said.

“Dinny O’Hara has been in the churchyard for five years, he’s unlikely to come out and corrupt the boy now,” said Paddy Power, and David saw his mother’s face get that tight-lipped look again.

Nellie helped him to wrap up a book about Irish place names. They took the torn paper cover off it and it was lovely underneath. Nellie looked at the small print in admiration.

“Imagine Angela O’Hara being able to read all this and understand it. Ah well, that’s what comes of keeping to your books.” She had been at school up at the convent with Angela herself, and had been there the day the news came of Angela’s scholarship to the big town. In those days the nuns had been so proud that one of their girls had won the scholarship they used to make the uniform themselves with their own hands. They had kitted out the young Angela for her secondary school because they knew that anything Dinny O’Hara would get into his hand went straight across a bar counter and he wouldn’t do much to help his little girl get on.

“She deserved to do well,” Nellie said unexpectedly, as she was making a nice neat corner on the parcel and tying the string tightly. “She never crowed about all her successes and her high marks and all. Nobody could say that it all went to her head.”

David didn’t think that Miss O’Hara had all that much to crow about. To be teaching in that awful convent, to be here in Castlebay with her old mother—when she must have wanted to get far away. Why else did she go in for all those scholarships? He didn’t think she had the huge success that Nellie seemed to think. But of course compared to Nellie it must be fine, she didn’t have to clear out grates and ranges and scrub  floors and make beds and cook meals and wash up and wash clothes and go out in the cold and see they weren’t bashed down by the wind. Being a teacher must seem like a nice cushy job to Nellie.

He turned left outside the gate and went along the road toward the golf course. It was longer than he remembered, no wonder Miss O’Hara always flew round the place on her bicycle. There was a light downstairs in the O’Hara cottage: he hoped that her old mother wouldn’t answer the door bent over the two sticks.

But the door was opened by Clare O’Brien. Clare was thin and alert, big brown eyes and fair hair tied in bunches. She always looked as if she was about to ask a question. He remembered meeting her in the Echo Cave and she had said that it would be like heaven on earth to have lessons from Miss O’Hara without the rest of the class. Maybe that’s what she was doing now.

Clare seemed pleased to see him. “She’s putting her mother to bed, she’s got awful pains altogether today, she can neither sit nor stand. Miss O’Hara said she’d be back in a few minutes. Will you come in and sit down?”

David was a bit put out that she was there; he had wanted to make a flowery speech to Miss O’Hara without an audience. But he could hardly order the O’Brien girl to go home or say that his conversation was private. He looked around the kitchen.

“Isn’t it like Aladdin’s Cave?” whispered Clare in awe.

It was a typical kitchen for a cottage in this area. The fire had been replaced by a small range. That must have come from Angela O’Hara’s salary—it never came when Dinny O’Hara was alive nor from the widow’s pension that the arthritic old woman got every week. Perhaps the brother and sisters abroad sent money, David wouldn’t know. Miss O’Hara was very private, she never told you all about herself and her family like everyone else in Castlebay did all the time, that’s why you were interested to know more. David looked up at the walls. Everywhere there were shelves. Each alcove had shelves from ceiling to floor, and there were ornaments and books and biscuit boxes and more books and sewing baskets and statues. Clare was right. Almost like a toyshop on a Christmas card. There was no inch of wall without a shelf, and no inch of shelf without an object. Most of the objects were books.

“She knows where every single thing is, would you credit that?”  Clare’s big brown eyes looked larger than ever in the semidark of the room. There was a table with writing paper and a bottle of Quink ink and blotting paper. Miss O’Hara must have been writing letters with Clare when her mother took a turn.

“Are you getting lessons?” he asked. There was a touch of envy in his voice. He would have preferred to learn in this funny enclosed place where everything had a story and every item was known in its little place. It was a much better place to study than his mother’s sitting room with the copies of Tatler and Sketch, and Social and Personal laid out beside  The Housewife which came every month by post from England. When the copies were a couple of months old they went to the surgery, and of course there were all the encyclopedias and big leather-bound books. But they weren’t read and touched and loved like things were here.

“Oh no, I wish I could, no, I’d like that more than anything. I’d be a genius if I had Miss O’Hara to teach me on her own.” She spoke with no intention of making him laugh. She was utterly serious.

He was sorry for her. It must be desperate not to have enough money for education. You always felt that came automatically.

“Maybe you could do things for her, you know, do the messages or cook or something in exchange.”

“I thought of that,” Clare said solemnly. “But I think it’s a bit unfair, she’d have to be looking round for things for me to do. It would be like asking for charity.”

“I see.” He did see.

“But I came up tonight because Miss O’Hara is going to help me, I’m to write to the convent in the town, a kind of letter that would make them think well of me, and inquiring about their scholarships in two years’ time.” Her eyes were shining over the very thought of it.

“Miss O’Hara got a scholarship there herself, years and years ago. She says you have to be dead cunning, and look on it as a war.”

Angela O’Hara came into the room then. “Don’t give away all our secrets, Clare. Maybe College Boy here might be disguising himself and trying to get into the convent ahead of you.”

Nolan would have made a witty remark. David couldn’t think of one, he just laughed. “I’m in your way. You’re writing letters,” he said awkwardly.

“Don’t worry about that, David. Clare’s writing her own letter actually, and I am meant to be writing one to my brother. I find it so hard to know what will interest him about here. You know: got up, went to school, did not strangle Immaculata . . . every day it becomes a bit repetitive.”

“What does he write? I suppose his days are a bit samey too,” David said.

Angela took out an airmail envelope with the stamp neatly removed for the school collection. “I was just thinking that very thing. . . . My mother keeps all Sean’s letters, every single one of them—look at the boxes of them—and he does seem to be saying the same thing over and over. But it’s nice to hear.”

“When you get older I expect there’s not much to write about,” Clare said helpfully.

“Or more when you don’t really share the same kind of life,” David said. “That’s why I never had a penfriend in India or anything, once you’d described your life and he’d described his that would be it.”

“It is a bit like that,” Angela agreed. She picked up a thin piece of airmail paper and read to them: 



Dear Mother and dear Angela,

Thank you so much for your letter which arrived here yesterday. We are in the middle of a rainy season which makes things very difficult but still it is thanks to all the great and good support that we get from home that God’s work can be done.

I wish you could see the little Japanese children, they are really beautiful. I suppose I didn’t have all that much to do with children before I came out here, on the missions. Perhaps little Irish children are even more beautiful . . .



 

Angela broke off and said it was easy known that he never had to pass one day of his lifetime teaching little Irish children in a convent or he would think otherwise.

“It’s a bit like the letter he wrote to the school, isn’t it?” Clare said.

“It’s a bit like every letter he writes,” Angela said, putting it back in the envelope. “There’s nothing for him to say, I suppose, that we’d understand. I do ask him things myself sometimes, like do they ordain many Japanese priests out there, and what happened to all the Chinese  they had converted before they left China, did they go back to their old religion or what? But he never answers those kind of things.”

She was silent in thought for a while. David coughed.

“I came to say goodbye and thank you,” he said. “And to give you this book to tell you how grateful I am.”

Angela sat down and reached for her cigarettes without saying anything. When she spoke it was with a softer voice than either Clare or David had ever heard her use. “That’s very good of you,” she said and bent her head over the twine, fiddling with the knots.

“It’s only old twine. You can cut it if you like,” David said helpfully and Clare found a knife. Miss O’Hara sawed through the string, and they all bent over the book. Time passed easily as they read why places they knew were called what they were called, and they were all enraged that Castlebay wasn’t in it and said that the man who wrote the book hadn’t traveled at all if he couldn’t include a fine place like this. From the other room there were sounds of moaning but Miss O’Hara said not to take any notice, it was her mother trying to get into a comfortable position to settle for the night, it wasn’t really sharp pain. They had a cup of tea and a bit of soda bread and eventually Miss O’Hara shooed them out into the night lest people think they had been kidnapped.

 

Angela told herself not to be so sentimental over David’s present. It was very thoughtful of the boy certainly, but he came from a nice peaceful home where there was time to be thoughtful and there was ease and comfort. And his father was one of the most generous men that ever walked. It was in the boy’s nature to be bright and generous. But it was so different to what she could expect from the children she taught up in the convent. Half of them would never do any kind of an exam, almost none of them would ever open a book again after they left her, except a novel or a magazine.

Not Clare of course. She was the one that would keep you going. Imagine teaching a class full of Clare O’Briens or of David Powers for that matter. She sighed. It was a pity as David had said that she hadn’t been born a man. She could have become a priest and taught bright boys in a school where the principal would not go into shock if she asked for a globe.

She wondered did Sean ever regret his choice in teaching the children of Chinese and Japanese workers in pidgin English. Would he have liked the days spent in an ivy-covered college like the one that David and young Nolan went to? Would Sean have liked the evenings in study and chapel and walking reading a breviary in cloisters or discussing philosophy in a dining hall? It was a question that couldn’t really make sense, since her brother Sean had never shown interest in any other life except the missions. He had followed the road that got him there without pausing to think or to wonder did people miss him. She missed him from time to time, his letters were no way of knowing him, and recently they had become very static.

You couldn’t even hint at that to her mother. Every letter was kept in a box with the date it was received written laboriously on the envelope. As if someone was going to check them some time. The stamps were neatly cut off to add to the school stamp collection, they were never reread but Mrs. O’Hara knew almost by heart the names of the villages and the settlements and the places up country and down country. She knew them better than she knew the countryside around Castlebay, for it had been a long time since she could walk and see it. Angela wondered sometimes what her mother would think about all day if she hadn’t a fine son who was a missionary priest to fill her mind.

 

Back at school Nolan told everyone that Power was a dark horse. They should see the great place he lived in, a big house on a cliff with its own private way down to the sea. They had a maid and a Labrador and every single person in the place knew them by name and saluted them. David felt it was going a bit far to call Bones a Labrador, but he agreed that the rest was mainly true. He also found himself the center of attention because of having taken Nolan to a party where real sex games were played. This was the cause of a lot of questioning and David wished he knew how much Nolan had elaborated on the innocent kissing games they had played by the firelight before the drink had taken over and everyone had been too dizzy and confused to play any games at all. But it was good to be a hero, and he laughed knowingly about it all.

He was pleased too when Father Kelly said that he was an exemplary pupil and had kept up meticulously with the suggested course of study which had been handed out to all pupils on the day the school had  closed because of the scarlet fever. The essays had been written, the poems had been learned, history questions had been written out and illustrated with neat maps and family trees, the maths and geography were completed, and the Irish and Latin exercises done in full.

“You got private tuition? Well, he was a good man whoever he was,” Father Kelly said in one of his rare moments of approval.

“It was a she actually, Father,” David said apologetically.

Father Kelly’s brow darkened: he had been too swift with his praise. “Ah, some of them are competent enough I suppose,” he said, struggling to be fair, but losing interest.

David told Nolan that Gerry Doyle had a smashing-looking sister, really beautiful, but that he wouldn’t take her to the cave that night.

Nolan was very positive about this, as he was about everything. “Of course he couldn’t bring his sister,” he said as if it were obvious to a blind fool, “I mean I wouldn’t have let my sister go. We couldn’t have taken Caroline to a party like that, where people would be . . . well you couldn’t take Caroline there. Gerry Doyle was quite right. Is she going to write to you?”

“I didn’t ask her.”

“Right, Power, you’ve got the technique. Don’t be too easy to get. Don’t be a pushover. Leave them wondering. That’s what I always do.”

“Will Alice be writing again this term?”

“No, I think I’ve grown out of Alice,” said Nolan in a voice which revealed that Alice had grown out of him.

Nolan said his mother had got a bit better about things and that she had agreed to go away next summer for a holiday by the sea. Nolan’s whole family had been wanting to do this for ages but his mother had always said the seaside was full of rats and beetles and sea snakes. St. Patrick had only got rid of the land snakes according to Nolan’s mother, but he had no power over the huge snakes calling themselves eels which came in on beaches all over the country. But now the tablets she was taking had made her forget, and they were going to inquire about renting one of those cliff houses in Castlebay. Because Nolan had come home with such glowing reports they were going to try there first. David was delighted: the summer would be full of adventure if Nolan and his family came to Castlebay.
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Angela said that Clare must write the letter herself, it was no use putting grown-up words into a ten-year-old head. But she would monitor it for spelling, and style. She found Clare a writing pad that had no lines on it, but with a heavily lined sheet you put under the page you were writing on. Clare should ask the convent whether there was any particular course of study she should concentrate on, since she was very anxious to prepare herself as diligently as possible for the open scholarship in 1952. Clare tried to remember the words diligent, concentrate, but Angela said no, she must use her own words, and she must sound like a real person, someone they would remember when the time came. She said to tell the nuns that her parents were business people. Clare wondered was that true; but Angela said, years ago she had told them her father was a substantial farmer who had fallen on hard times because of the Troubles, and since that was way back in 1932 it sounded reasonable. It would have done her no good to say she was the daughter of the town drunk and she was burning to get herself on in the world.

“Do you think there’s any hope I might get it? You see, I don’t want to get myself all excited like I did . . . well . . .”

“Over the history essay.” Miss O’Hara nodded. “No, I think you have a chance, a good chance if you work like the hammers of hell. Oh and don’t tell anyone. It’s easier somehow if you don’t.”

“But David Power knows.”

That didn’t matter, Miss O’Hara thought, he’d have it long forgotten. But Clare shouldn’t mention it at school, or at home, it only got people into a state. Clare had thought there was too much going on at home without letting them get into another state over a scholarship in the distant future.

Tommy and Ned had been for interviews and they couldn’t wait to go to England. They had heard that there was massive reconstruction being done over there since the war, the place was full of bombed sites only waiting to be built up again, and roads from one place to another planned for, and housing for all those who lost their places during the raids.

The man who had come to Dillon’s Hotel for two hours had taken their names and addresses. He had asked them very little but said they should report to him when they got there; they should wait till the fine weather until they came over. There’d be no trouble at all finding digs;  the roads around Kilburn and Cricklewood were filled with Irish households only delighted to have lads from home in to stay. They’d be like mothers to them, they wouldn’t need to go near English strangers at all. The man said he was a businessman who could get a good deal for his own countrymen; he didn’t like to see Irish lads being made fools of, he’d see them right when they came over.

Clare’s father wondered could the man be a chancer. Why would he be doing all this for love? Why wasn’t he an agency like any other agency that took fees? That way made sense, a person could understand that, but this way was hard to fathom. A man with an open shirt coming to Dillon’s Hotel and giving them all a piece of paper with his name on it and saying he could be found any Friday night in one of two pubs in Kilburn—it sounded a bit suspicious.

But Tommy and Ned would have none of it. What had they to lose? If, after one week, he turned out not to be getting them their full wages, they could leave him and go on to one of these agencies that Da was talking about. They weren’t bound to him. He had said he wanted nothing in writing, no complications of any sort. They should be delighted to have his name, and have him as a friendly contact over there instead of making such a fuss about everything.

Tommy had left school. He had no exams, no certificates and, after all his years in the Brothers, he could barely read and write. Clare thought wistfully of David Power that night up in Miss O’Hara’s kitchen and the book he had given to her as a present. Tommy would have thrown it aside. He couldn’t even read what was written on a packet in the shop, if someone asked him. He didn’t read the paper and he never opened a book of any sort now that he had been released from the classroom. He was meant to be helping his father get the shop to rights before he went off to London to seek his fortune. A lot of the time he spent just hanging around.

Clare’s father was rearranging the shop, and that was hard to do while people were still being served. It meant that a lot of it was done in the evening when they were meant to be closed. Of course a place like O’Brien’s could never close properly: if Mrs. Conway came for a pound of sugar, or Miss O’Flaherty decided that she wanted some biscuits with her late night tea, there was no refusing them.

But there was less of a flow after six o’clock, less of the sound of the  ping when the door opened and a figure stood letting in the cold sea winds until the door swung closed.

Last summer it had been so crowded trying to sell ice cream in the middle of everything else, that this year he was going to move the ice-cream cabinet down to one side of the little shop. Chocolate and sweets would be high up over it, and fruit beside it, so the beach people could be served all in one area; while the people who had rented houses on the cliff road could ponder and deliberate and finally settle for cooked ham and tomatoes as they always did, on a less cluttered side of the shop. It was all fine in theory but it was hard to do and still keep track of where everything was. Each evening they scrubbed shelves and tacked on new oilcloth. The floor was a constant disappointment to them; the lino needed to be replaced but of course there wouldn’t be funds for that, so instead new bits were nailed down near the door where the wear and tear was most obvious. Boxes that only contained a few things were emptied out and stored neatly in the storeroom. In the summer, visitors were mad for boxes and lots of the suppliers didn’t leave any behind. It was best to have a pile of them ready.

It was worthy work but it ate into homework time. Miss O’Hara had drawn everyone in the class a map of Ireland, a blank map. They were to trace it or copy it and reproduce it every fourth page of their history exercise book. Then, when they learned of the battles and the treaties and the marches and the plantations, they could fill them in on their own maps and they would know what happened where. Clare was lost in the Battle of Kinsale, drawing little Spanish ships and Red Hugh’s army on its way down from the north when she heard the voice calling. Perhaps if she pretended she didn’t hear . . . This was the wrong thing to do. The door was thrown open and her mother stood quivering with annoyance.

“Aren’t you a fine lady thrown on the bed when you’re needed?”

“I’m not thrown. I’m filling in this map, look.”

“I’ve looked at enough of that childish nonsense. You’re a grown girl. Get downstairs and help your father at once. We’ve been calling and calling and not a word out of you.”

“It’s my homework.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Nobody has homework drawing ships and little men. Stop that act and come down at once. Your father wants a hand to clean those top shelves before we put things up there.”

“But how will we reach them—what’s the point of putting things up there?”

“Are you going to debate this from up here or come down like you’re told!”

 

“Where are you off to, Chrissie? We’ll be taking down all those old notices stuck to the windows this evening . . .”

“Oh, I can’t stay, Mam. I’m going up to Peggy. . . . She’s going to teach me how to make a frock.”

“A frock?”

“Yes, she’s got a pattern. She says it’s easy to cut around it. Soon we’ll be able to make all our own clothes.”

“Well, all right, but don’t be late home.”

“No, I won’t. Bye, Mam.”

“Clare, what are you doing?”

“The trade winds. We’ve got to know all about where they come from and why they blew the fleets of . . .”

“Right, get a bowl of hot soapy water, will you? And come with me. These windows are a disgrace. You can’t see through them in or out.”

 

“Clare, child, I know you work hard at your books but couldn’t you give your mother a hand with the washing? She’s got very thin on us altogether.”

“The washing, Dad?”

“Washing the clothes. I asked her to sit down and have a cup of tea and she said she couldn’t, there was a pile of washing to do. You’ll have to do washing when you have a home of your own. Why don’t you take a turn now and learn how to do it properly? There’s a good girl.”

“What about Chrissie, Dad, could she do it tonight, and I’ll do it the next time, I’ve this legend to learn. There’s all kinds of desperate names in it.”

“Chrissie’s gone to do her homework with Kath.”

“Uh,” Clare said.

“You could go on saying the names to yourself as you did the washing,” her father said.

“No, the book would get wet. Do I have to, Dad?”

“You don’t have to. I thought you’d be glad to help your mother.”

“Tommy or Ned?” She asked without much hope.

“Well, if that’s the kind of thing you’re going to be saying . . .” He turned away in disgust. To suggest that boys would do the washing! Clare was being very difficult altogether.

“Oh, all right!” Clare slammed closed the story of Jason and the Golden Fleece. She only knew Jason, his father, his two wicked step-uncles and the name of the ship. There was a huge cast still to master, so it would mean waking up early . . . again.

 

“Clare, come here till I teach you to darn.”

“No, Mammy, I don’t want to learn to darn.”

“You that wants to learn everything? Look, it’s very simple. Do you see this hole, what we have to do is to make a criss cross . . .”

“No, Mam, I’d like not to know how to do it. Ever.”

“Why, child? When you have a home of your own you’ll want to know.”

“But if I know now, I’ll be darning Tommy’s socks, and Ned’s, and Dad’s, and Jim’s, and Ben’s, and maybe even Chrissie’s.”

Agnes put her arm round the thin little figure, and smiled. “Aren’t you the funny little thing?”

“No, Mammy, I’m the sensible little thing. I’ll never learn to darn, never.”

Agnes was annoyed to see her affection rejected. “Have it your own way, and you can go and do the washing up if you’re not going to take advantage of the lessons I was going to give you.”

“But . . .”

“Chrissie won’t be in—their class have a special extra class today.”

“That’s right,” Clare said glumly. “Of course they do.”

 

“Have you a cold, Clare?”

“No, it’s just a cough, Mam. Dust or something in my throat, I think.”

“Have a drink of water then.”

“Right.”

“Clare, don’t spend all day in the kitchen. Come back and help me with these boxes, and put a scarf or something round your mouth if you’re breathing in all the dust.”

“Mam, when we’ve finished this lot, can I go and do—”

“Do your homework, do your homework. Why is it that you’re the only one in this family who has to make the excuse of doing your homework? Look at the rest of them.”

“I know. Look at them, Mam.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.”

 

Often Clare had to do her homework in bed, there was literally no other place and no other time. This made Chrissie very cross. She grumbled loudly if Clare turned on the torch.

“You’re spoiling my sleep and ruining your own eyes. You’ll be blind soon and we’ll have to take you round by the hand and you’ll have a white stick,” Chrissie said with satisfaction.

“Shut up, Chrissie. I’m learning something. I can’t get it into my head if you keep distracting me.”

Chrissie was surprised at the strength of the reply. “I’ll tell on you. If you don’t stop that mumbling and learning and having a light on, I’ll tell. That will put a stop to it.”

There was no reply. With her hands in her ears and eyes closed Clare was repeating under her breath the words, “Do Ghealadh mo chroi nuair chinn Loch Greinne,” over and over.

“You’re as thick as the wall,” said Chrissie. “You mean you don’t even know one line after all that saying of it?”

“I don’t know what Ghealadh means. It’s hard to learn when you don’t know what something means.”

“Ah, will you come on out of that. You don’t know what any of it means. How would people know what Irish poetry meant? It’s just words.”

“It means something happened to my heart when I saw Loch Greinne, but I don’t know what happened. Ghealadh, what would that mean?”

“It might mean Stop. My heart stopped dead when I saw Loch Greinne.” Chrissie laughed at her own wit.

“Didn’t you learn it when you were in our class?”

Chrissie shrugged. “We might have. I forget. I forget all of it. What’s the point?”

Clare had gone back to her book.

“I mean it. I’ll tell, and you’ll be in right trouble then. I’ll say you kept me awake with your caterwauling of poetry pretending you understand it. Wait and see. You’ll suffer for it.”

“No I won’t,” Clare said. “I won’t suffer from it at all, you are the one who’ll suffer. It will be wondered why you do no homework, why you don’t know anything. It might even be wondered what you and Kath and Peggy get up to. You’re not going to say anything, and you know it so will you shut up and let me get this learned so that I can go to sleep.”

 

Angela waited in the surgery. There was only one other patient, old Mrs. Dillon from the hotel. Angela would have thought that the doctor would have visited her privately, but Mrs. Dillon whispered that she had come to see him secretly. She had pretended to her family that she was going to say the thirty days prayer in the church, but in fact she had come to explain that her daughter-in-law was poisoning her. Angela sighed. Poor Dr. Power. He probably got as much of this as Father O’Dwyer did in the confessional. Angela settled down with an old copy of Tatler and Sketch  and began to read about the happenings up in Dublin. She was in for a long wait. But in a few moments, Dr. Power was ushering old Mrs. Dillon out the door, and the woman was smiling ear to ear.

“You’ll have time for the thirty days prayer after all, and say a few Hail Marys for me,” he called out after her.

“Sure you don’t need them, Doctor. Aren’t you a walking saint?” called Mrs. Dillon.

“She’s only saying what’s true.” Angela stood up and walked across the corridor with him.

“No. I’m a walking liar, that’s all.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I told her I was in there during the week inspecting the place for hygiene and I have instruments that could detect poison a mile off. But there wasn’t a trace of it in Dillon’s Hotel. I said that the cold weather often made people think the taste of food had changed, that it was a common belief, then I gave her a bottle of rose-hip syrup and she’s delighted with herself.”

Angela laughed: he looked like a bold boy who’d been found out telling a fib.
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“And who’s poisoning you, Angela? Mother Immaculata up at the convent, maybe?”

“Not a bad guess. I think she’d like to a lot of the time. No, it’s not poison. It’s sleep.”

“Too much of it or too little of it?”

“Hardly any of it.”

“Since when?”

“Three weeks, now.”

“Do you know what’s causing it? A worry, a problem?”

“Yes, I do.”

“And is there anything that can be done about it?”

She shook her head wordlessly.

He waited, but nothing came. He reached for a prescription pad, shaking his head. “I won’t have you lying awake at night. Of course you can have something. But, Angela, child, it’s no use just knocking yourself out with these.”

“I know. Thank you, Doctor.”

“And I’m not always such a blabbermouth, like I was there about old Mrs. Dillon. If it would help to talk about it at all, I could keep it to myself. In fact I usually do.”

“You don’t have to tell me that, Dr. Power. Don’t I remember always how good you were about my father.”

But she was resolute. She thanked him and said she would go straight to the chemist now before they closed. She smiled a tired smile at him and he noticed she did indeed have the dark circles of sleeplessness under her eyes. As far as he knew it wasn’t a man, he’d have heard in a small place like this. It was even more unlikely to be a casual sexual encounter resulting in a pregnancy—and anyway, Angela O’Hara wouldn’t lie awake sleepless over something like that. She had been a Trojan in all that business of the child up in the convent who was pregnant: she had been so practical and down-to-earth when everyone else had been flying about in the air. It was Angela who thought of explaining to the girl how the infant would be born, and it was Angela who suggested that the girl’s uncle should be shipped off to England with a warning delivered from enough tough people to make him believe that his life would not be safe if he were ever to return to Castlebay. That had been about four  years ago; surely Angela herself couldn’t have brought such a disaster on herself? He sighed and went in to the sitting room. Molly was reading by the fire.

“Nothing changes. Nothing gets much better,” he sighed.

She looked up surprised. Usually he was an optimistic man, seeing hope where there was any kind of life. “Is anybody dying?” she asked.

“No, nothing like that. Wasn’t it a pity I wasn’t a ship’s doctor?”

“Paddy, don’t be ridiculous, you can’t dance well enough to be a ship’s doctor. That’s all they do. They don’t have anything to do with sickness or curing people.”

She looked nice, he thought, when she was being enthusiastic and cheering him up, she looked young herself. It was when her face was discontented that she developed the pouting, double-chinned look of her mother—a woman who had been born disagreeable and lived to make life disagreeable for everyone round her until last year when she got a coronary right in the middle of complaining that she hadn’t got enough presents for her seventieth birthday.

“I’m very ignorant all right,” he said and went over to the drinks cupboard. His hand hovered for a moment over the sherry but settled round the bottle of Irish. What could be so bad that Angela O’Hara couldn’t tell him?

 

Angela got the sleeping tablets in the chemist and didn’t correct Mr. Murphy there who thought the pills were for her mother.

“It’s a terrible curse, that arthritis, and you know there’s no cure for it. Years ago people didn’t know what it was; now they know what it is but they can’t cure it. Not a great advance, when you come to think of it. These will give her a good night’s sleep, anyway,” he said.

“Oh yes,” Angela said.

“You’re not looking all that well yourself, Angela. You want to get a bit of rest too you know. Up in that school all day with the voices of those children, I don’t know how you stick it. When we come up to see Anna and Nan in the concert we’re nearly deaf from the shrieking of them all round the school, and then you have the poor mother . . .”

“I’m as strong as a horse, Mr. Murphy,” said Angela and she dragged herself out of the chemist and into the post office. She had her foot on the doorstep when she realized she couldn’t take Mrs. Conway this  evening—the bright artificial voice, the inquiries about how well Bernie was doing, the mention once more of the history prize. Angela would never get an answer to the question she wanted to ask, and today she wasn’t strong enough to take Mrs. Conway head on. Some days she’d be able to deal with ten Mrs. Conways before breakfast. But that was all before she had got the letter.

 

The letter had arrived three weeks ago, with all the beautiful stamps which she usually cut off and put in the envelope on the mantelpiece at once. They saved stamps for the missions, foreign ones in one section and Irish ones in another. Once a year they got a letter at the school thanking them for their great Missionary Effort. Angela would always pin this up on the wall, knowing that somehow it annoyed Immaculata but there was no way she could fault it. She hadn’t noticed that this letter was different to the others, that it had been addressed to her alone and not to her mother. She hadn’t seen the word Confidential all over it. She could easily have opened it as she sat beside her mother.

The letter began: 



Angela, I beg you read this alone. I was going to send it to the school but I thought that would cause more fuss. You’ll think of some reason why I put confidential on it. You’ll think of something, Angela. Please.



 

And it went on to tell her how Sean had left the religious house three years ago; how he was married to a Japanese girl; and how Father Sean had one child of fourteen months and another on the way.

Sean O’Hara had told the Brothers from an early age that he was going to be a missionary priest. They were pleased with this: it was far preferable to the other ambitions in the school which seemed to be to drive the Dublin train or to own a sweet shop. Occasionally the Brothers tried to divert Sean to their own order; but firmly he said that what he wanted was not the job of teaching schoolboys who were already Catholics in Castlebay, he wanted to go out and meet savages and convert them to Christianity.

He was never a holy kind of boy, and none of his schoolmates thought that there was anything remotely pious in his vocation. They  were slightly envious in fact to think that Sean would go off to all these exotic places. It was never firmly decided whether it would be Africa, or India or China. The Brother who taught geography was quite grateful to young Sean, as the boy was always sending off to Missionary Orders asking for details of their work; and in return for magazines and pamphlets Sean organized the silver-paper collection for them too.

He had even managed to get a missionary priest to come and give a talk at their school when he was around thirteen. The priest told him to slave hard at his books and maybe he would be taken into a seminary; but for everything in this life it was essential to be good at the books.

Sean was three years older than Angela but he found her a willing ally. She borrowed books for him from the convent; she shared the task of going round to look for their father each evening and finding a neighbor willing to help carry him home. It was she who insisted that a corner of their kitchen be made into a sort of study for them, and had the oil lamp fixed firmly to a shelf so that it couldn’t be taken away from them. Their two sisters, Geraldine and Maire, were already planning to leave the nest. Geraldine had been in touch with a hospital in Wales where she could train as a nurse, and Maire had a friend who worked in a very nice store in London which was so smart that it wasn’t like being a shop girl at all. Fifteen and sixteen, and their futures were certain. Within months they were gone. Holidays at home very rarely, letters from time to time, pictures of grandchildren never seen, never known, growing up with English accents and a promise to come home some day.

Geraldine and Maire had come home for their father’s funeral. Grown-up, distant, wearing black coats and hats, startled that everyone else wore raincoats and headscarves. They had borrowed the black outfits specially. They had looked around with restless eyes at the wet cold churchyard, and at the entire population of Castlebay standing with bent heads against the wind. It was so unfamiliar to them after thirteen years in another country. They had looked pityingly at the small house that had been their home for over half their lives and shaken their heads sadly. Angela had been enraged. They didn’t know how hard she had worked during her father’s last illness to try to make the place look respectable, so that her mother would have some dignity at the end. So that she could give the neighbors tea and cake and whiskey without feeling ashamed of their home.

But of course the best consolation at the funeral had been Father Sean. He had been due back later in the spring but when Angela wrote to him and to the Superior of the Order—a measured letter explaining that her father would not be alive in spring, the liver damage was irreversible—the Order had acted swiftly and humanely. Of course young Father O’Hara could be spared from the misson fields a little earlier.

And home he came, stepping from the bus to a buzz of excitement; children ran ahead up to O’Hara’s cottage to give the news that he had arrived. The long skirts of his habits he raised slightly to avoid the mud of Castlebay, the way they were used to avoiding the swamps of the Far East. Father O’Hara, home to give his father Extreme Unction and to say his Funeral Mass.

Father Sean had a word for everyone in Castlebay. His eyes didn’t cloud with pity for the people, he didn’t look sadly at his old home, his bent mother, nor did he close his ears from the life his father had lived. “He was an unhappy man in this world, let us pray he finds that happiness he was always seeking in the next.” It was generous and forgiving and loving, people said. He had been away for most of his father’s spectacular unhappiness, away in the seminary in the novitiate and eventually in the mission fields. But still, the principle was the same, and if he was able to forgive his father for all that neglect and trouble, people thought it was big-hearted of him in the extreme.

Angela’s mother’s bones ached less when Father Sean was around, and on the very last morning, before he went away again for five years, he said a little Mass at a side altar in the church just for the two of them. They didn’t even have an altar boy; Angela answered the responses in Latin from her missal. Geraldine and Maire had gone back to their families in England with promises to return regularly.

When the Mass was over, Mrs. O’Hara pressed eighty pounds into her son’s hands for the missions; she had been saving it and hiding it for years waiting for his visit.

He had gone that day. The tears of goodbye were in the house, and the brave faces were at the bus stop opposite Conway’s post office; there was a waving of handkerchiefs, and the pride of the widow that everyone in the town should see how her fine tall son had turned out.

And the letters never failed: thanks for the cuttings from the local  paper, or for the news that their stamp collection had been the biggest in the county; sympathy to the Dillons when old Mr. Dillon died, a holy picture to be given to the family with a few words of blessing written by Father O’Hara himself; less and less about what he did himself and more and more in response to their own tittle-tattle in the fortnightly letter which Angela now wrote for her mother since the arthritis had reached the old woman’s hands.

Not long ago, Angela had written on her own behalf a little request: “Sean, you’re so good to be interested in all our petty goings-on here, but tell us more about you. In the beginning you used to tell us about the House and the various fathers who lived there, and the schools you all started. And I remember the day a bishop came to confirm everyone and there was a monsoon and they all ran off into their huts and no one got confirmed that year. It’s interesting to us to know what it’s like for you every day, and what you do all the time. If you were a priest here with Father O’Dwyer we’d know, but it’s so different out there we find it hard to visualize . . .”

Why had she written that? If she had said nothing maybe she would never have had the letter that burned a hole through her handbag; the letter that told of the end of the vocation for Father Sean but would spell the end of any kind of life at all for his mother.

 

Sean had written that he couldn’t bear the deception anymore, he said that Shuya and he found the letters from home unbearable now; they referred to a life long past. And when money arrived for Masses, it was spent on rent and food. Sean taught English in Tokyo. There had never been a religious house of his order there at all; the address on letters from Castlebay was in fact the house of Shuya’s brother. Sean collected any mail from him.

The family spoke English, and were puzzled to know why he was still addressed as “Father” on the envelope, and why their house was described as a religious foundation.

The other fellows had been terrific about it all, even his Superior. They had tried to change his mind at first and said that, even though Shuya was pregnant, surely Sean could come back to the House, and a provision be made for the child. They didn’t understand that he loved her and wanted to have a family with her, and that long before he had  met her, the conversion of the Far East had lost all sense for him. He could only see that they were fine with their own beliefs and he didn’t think the Lord wanted them changed at all.

Eventually, when everything got more settled, he was going to send his plea to Rome to be laicized and released from his priestly vows. It happened much more than people thought. Then he would be free to remarry Shuya in a Catholic church, and their children could be baptized. Shuya said she had no objection to the children being Catholics.

There was a finality about it that was chilling. The letter left no hope that Shuya was a dalliance, a shameful thing which you often heard whispered about when priests went abroad—something like that or two bottles of the local liquor a day. This woman was in his mind his wife. His fellow priests knew about her, they had been kind and supportive. His Superior knew. And Sean found the letters from home “unbearable.” He couldn’t “bear” to read them now because they referred to a life that no longer existed. To hell with him, she thought in fury. He can bloody bear to read them for as long as we send them. I shall never tell that woman about the Japanese Shuya, I shall never tell her about the half-Jap grandson, called Denis after his grandfather. How could poor Mammy take it in and cope with it, if even Angela who was young and meant to be modern and intelligent couldn’t take it in herself? And then there were other moods: poor, poor Sean, how desperate, with only one life to lead, and finding it empty. Led on and seduced by this Japanese woman with no religion and no morals. To her, a priest was the same as anyone else; she would have no idea what a sin it was, and what a terrible decision Sean had to make. At other times still she had moments of calm: it’s not so bad, we’ll say nothing, Mammy doesn’t read my letters, I’ll write him ordinary letters referring to his new life, and ask him to write the old-style letters referring to his old life. That way nobody will be hurt.

But in the night, when she had been asleep for about an hour and would wake with that start which she knew meant no more sleep for the rest of the dark hours, Angela knew that she was fooling herself. A lot of people had been hurt already. And in her moments of real self-pity she got up and lit a cigarette and looked out of the window: she had been hurt most of all. Struggling all that time, scrimping to send him money, even during her teacher-training when she was penniless from start to finish  and wore away her legs walking because she had neither bicycle nor bus fares. She had come back for a one-year appointment to the convent here, the year her father was dying. She had decided that she owed her mother that support and that the woman should have at least one of her children around for the bad months that lay ahead. She had been loath to leave the big, cheerful school in Dublin; but the Reverend Mother there had said she would certainly keep her job open for a year—Miss O’Hara was too good a prize to lose. She had walked the cliffs with her brother Sean when he was back for the death and the funeral. They had talked as naturally as they always had, the bond hadn’t been shaken in the slightest. They had stopped at stiles and leaned on grassy banks looking out to sea where the gulls swooped and cried; and Sean had talked gently about ties, and duty, and doing what you felt you had to do. And she knew then that she wasn’t going back to her job in Dublin, she was going to stay and look after her mother. She felt no resentment, then or later. She didn’t hate Geraldine for not shipping her English husband and children over to Castlebay, nor Maire. How could they do anything of the sort? Sean was a missionary priest who had already given up his life to good, and anyway what use would a boy be around the house, even suppose he had been able to come home?

But somehow, now, in the dark sleepless hours where her heart was caught with a permanent sense of alarm and dread, she felt little love for him. How dare he talk to her about duty? How dare he? Where was his duty? she might ask. The first temptation and he leaves his priesthood, he closes his ears to what he had known since he was old enough to learn his catechism: that once a priest always a priest. He had slept with a Japanese woman, over and over, she was about to have his second child. Angela had never slept with anybody, and she was more entitled to try it than was a priest of God.

In his letter he said that he had told Shuya all about Angela, and Shuya had said it sounded as if she were strong enough to sort out the whole thing. Thank you very much Shuya, Angela thought in the night. Nice, helpful, Japanese sister, thank you. Shovel it all onto Angela, as usual. Oh, you’re becoming an O’Hara all right, Shuya, don’t doubt it.

 

Clare received a letter from the nun in the secondary school enclosing the syllabus for the 1950 open scholarship. It arrived with the usual crop  of bills, receipts and advertisements from suppliers which made up the O’Brien family post.

Agnes was sitting near the range so that she could supervise the lifting over of the big teapot and the spooning out of the porridge. The older boys and Chrissie sat on one side of the big kitchen table with its torn oilcloth; Clare and the two younger boys had their backs to the door. In winter, breakfast was one meal where they were unlikely to be disturbed. The ping of the shop bell never went before the family was off to school.

The kitchen was warm and not really uncomfortable, but it was so cluttered that it was almost impossible to move once any of them stood up from the table. There were clothes and schoolbooks scattered around on the dilapidated couch, there were bags that hadn’t yet been sorted for the shop heaped up against the wall. The washing hung perilously from the ceiling and the dresser bulged with so many things that had been “just put there for the moment” that it was impossible to see the plates and dishes.

Tom O’Brien groaned and sighed as usual over the brown envelopes, the ones with windows in them and the ones without. Then he gave a start. “Well now, Clare, there’s a letter here for you!”

Clare had never had a letter before, so it created a lot of interest in the O’Brien household.

“I suppose she’s got some awful, ugly, scabby lover,” Chrissie said.

“Don’t talk like that. Don’t be such a loudmouth always,” said Agnes O’Brien crossly to her troublesome daughter.

“Well who is it from? Why don’t you ask her? You always ask me everything, where I was, who I talked to. Why can’t Saint Clare be asked anything?”

“Don’t speak to your mother like that,” said Tom O’Brien, who was already in a bad humor. “Come on, Clare. Tell us who the letter is from and stop all this mystery.”

“It’s a list of books for exams,” Clare said simply, producing the roneoed sheet of paper that the nun had sent. She left the letter in the envelope.

“What do you want that for?” Chrissie scoffed.

“So there won’t be any mistakes in what I have to study.”

Chrissie looked at the list. “We did all those last year,” she said.

“Good.” Clare was calm. “Then maybe you’d have the books for me to use later.” She knew that Chrissie’s books were long torn up, or scribbled on, or lost. It was not a subject her sister would discuss for much longer.

Agnes O’Brien had more on her mind than book lists. She was preparing to send her two firstborn sons to England, where they were going to live in a strange woman’s house and go out to work with grown men of every nationality each day. It was a terrible worry. But what was there for them here in Castlebay? If they only had a few fields of land it would have been different, but a small shop like this one, there was hardly a living in it at all.

Clare decided to show the letter to Miss O’Hara after school, but she was careful not to be seen hobnobbing with the teacher in case anyone should suspect that she was favored, getting extra help and advice all the way. She would go to the O’Hara cottage instead. Miss O’Hara never seemed to mind her dropping in, and surely she would be interested in the letter.

Mrs. O’Hara answered the door slowly and painfully. Clare had been tempted to run off again when she heard the scraping of the chair that meant the old woman was beginning her long, aching journey to the door, but that would be worse.

“I’m sorry for getting you up.”

“That’s nothing,” the old woman said. “I may have to be getting up to answer the door myself in a short time—that’s the way things look.”

“Are you getting better?” Clare was pleased.

“No. But I may be on my own, that’s the way the wind is blowing.”

“Miss O’Hara going to move out of the house?” It was incredible.

“And out of Castlebay, by the looks of things.”

“She can’t!” Clare was stung with the unfairness of it. Miss O’Hara  had to stay, until she got her scholarship. She couldn’t leave now.

“Is she getting married or something?” she asked, full of hostility to the whole notion of it.

“Married? Who’d have that big long string of misery? Of course she’s not getting married. Restless, that’s what she’s getting, restless. Her own words. She’s up pacing the house all night long. You couldn’t get a wink of sleep with her. What’s wrong? you ask her. Restless, she says. Ah well, nobody has any time for you when you’re old. Remember that, Clare.”

Miss O’Hara returned just then. She looked very tired. She had been short-tempered at school too for some time, though not with Clare. So Clare didn’t expect sharp words.

“God Almighty, am I to get no peace, at school, on the street and now at home?”

Clare was shocked.

“You give people an inch and they take a bloody mile. What is it tonight, Clare? Is it the long division or is it the Long Catechism? Tell me quickly and let’s be done with it.”

Clare stood up and placed the letter from the distant convent on the O’Hara kitchen table. “I thought you’d like to see the reply they sent me, since you helped me write the letter.” She was at the door now, her face red and furious. “Good night, Mrs. O’Hara,” she called, and was gone.

She marched down the long golf-course road, where more and more people were doing bed and breakfast in the season. Down toward the top of Church Street and straight into the town. She didn’t even see Chrissie and Kath sitting on a wall swinging their legs and talking to Gerry Doyle and two of his friends. She didn’t notice all the excitement in Dwyers’ the butchers, when the mad dog belonging to Dr. Power had run off down the street with a leg of mutton.

At home two suitcases were being packed even though the boys wouldn’t leave for a few days yet. It was a rare thing to go on a journey; the packing was always taken very seriously.

Clare’s father had found a good leather strap that would hold one case together—the locks had long rusted and wouldn’t catch anymore. They would probably use several layers of thick cord to hold the other.

Mam could hardly be seen in the kitchen behind the lines of washing. There were five bars—long wooden slats, and they went up and down over the range on a dangerous pulley system that only Mam could work, everyone else reached up by standing on a chair. But today there seemed to be a crisis of enormous proportions. The range was out. And Mam was standing on it at the back fixing what must have been a row of washing that had fallen, judging by the rage and the pile of ash-covered clothes in the corner of the kitchen.

Mam looked as if nothing would please her, and indeed nothing did.

“Can I do anything to help?” Clare asked after a moment, thinking that was a better approach than asking what had happened.

“It would be nice if someone did something to help,” Mam cried. “It would be very nice if anyone in this house did something to help. That would be very nice. And very surprising.”

“Well, tell me what you want, and I’ll do it. Do you want me to make the tea?” Clare asked.

“How can you make the tea for eight people? Don’t be stupid, child.”

“Well, what do you want me to do?” Clare’s voice was becoming querulous. What was the point of being nice to Mam if she was going to be so bad-tempered? Clare wished she hadn’t come into the kitchen at all but just gone upstairs to the bedroom.

“Why don’t you go and stick your nose in a book, isn’t that all you ever want to do?” Mam shouted and at that moment the rest of the clothes from the line, all of them damp and some of them almost dripping, fell on top of Clare’s head.

There was a silence and then Mam was down ripping the shirts and sheets off Clare and flinging them regardless to the floor. “Are you all right, child? Are you hurt?” Mam was near to tears with the shock. Her hands tore at the clothes until she could see Clare’s face. When she found it, it was laughing, from shock more than anything. Mam hugged her, with the damp clothes between them. Then she hugged her again. Normally any thought of pressing wet clothes would make Mam start talking fearfully about rheumatic fever. But not now.

“You poor little thing. Are you all right? Are you all right? That was God punishing me for being cross with you over nothing.”

Clare was bewildered and delighted. The accident seemed to have put Mam into a great temper for some reason.

“Now let me get you out of all this wet swaddling clothes . . . or we’ll both have rheumatic fever. And I’ll put on the kettle and you and I’ll have a cup of tea, just the two of us with some biscuits. Then we’ll throw the whole bloody lot of this into the bath, it’ll all have to be done again anyway. And we’ll get one of those useless men of ours to mend the line.”

Mam looked happier than she had done for a long time.

 

David Power was in great trouble, and because of him so were the rest of the school. Father Kelly had read the letter out to Assembly not once but three times as a living example of how deceitful boys could be.

The letter was from a girl who was called Angela O’Hara and who apparently came from Power’s home town. The letter was now almost known by heart throughout the school: 



Dear David,

I have no objection to sending you the family tree of the Tudor monarchs with notes on how each one treated Ireland. I would have thought after all the money you pay in that great ugly castle up there, one of those priests who doesn’t even have to make his own bed or cook his own breakfast could find time to do it for you, however. But I do not intend to join in your silly games of calling myself “Andrew” when I write to you and filling the letter up with details of fictitious rugby matches. If that is the kind of hothouse nonsense that is encouraged in your school I am sorry for you, and for the men who are supposed to be in charge of you.

I wish you continued success and also to your friend James Nolan.

Regards, Angela O’Hara



 

The grossness of this letter had never been equaled in the memory of every single member of the Order. Imagine a boy writing to anyone else for a teaching aid, when it was known that this was the best school in Ireland and one of the best in the whole of Europe. Imagine describing it as, letting it be believed to be, “a great ugly castle.”

To allow, nay encourage, such slurs on men who were the anointed priests of God, to make remarks about these priests not cooking their own breakfast—as if this is what they had been ordained to do! Worse still, to encourage deception, to ask this girl whoever she was to pretend to be a boy, to sign herself with a false name, to invent details of rugby matches to deceive the innocent guardians in whose care they had been placed. And more, to suggest that this was a common practice. That this had been going on undiscovered in the school before this sickening letter had been exposed. There would be thorough investigations and in the meantime those boys who knew anything were expected to come forward.

David apologized to everyone as best he could. He couldn’t have known she would do a thing like this. She had been great altogether  before, he appealed to Nolan, who in all honesty had to admit that this was so.

“She must have gone mad, that’s the only explanation,” David said.

“Yes, that must be it,” said Nolan who was familiar with madness, if extremely annoyed to have been mentioned by name in the letter that shook the school.

 

The sleeping tablets were very odd. You could feel your legs getting heavy first, then your arms, and your head wouldn’t lift from the pillow and suddenly it was eight o’clock in the morning. Angela felt that it took her until noon to wake up properly. Then she felt fine for the afternoon. So at least they bought her some good hours, hours when she could correct exercises, mark tests and try to undo some of the harm she appeared to have done during the first weeks after the letter from Sean, the weeks when she had hardly ever closed her eyes.

Mother Immaculata had said she was looking her old self again, which was irritating beyond words, and Sergeant McCormack, the priest’s housekeeper, said she was glad that Angela seemed to have got over whatever it was that had made her so disagreeable. Mrs. Conway asked was there anything in particular that Angela wanted—she kept coming into the post office and leaving again without making any purchase at all. And her mother said she was glad the pacing had stopped and added mysteriously that whenever Angela had any definite plans the fair thing to do was to tell them immediately.

But Clare O’Brien was not won back so easily, not in those alert hours of the afternoon. Angela looked at the small white face and the large dark eyes. It was only a few months ago that there had been those bright yellow ribbons and the big bright hope that she had won a history prize. Now there was nothing of that. There was the watchful look of a dog that has been struck once and won’t let it happen again.

Angela had tried to put it right.

“Here’s that letter back from Sister Consuelo. It’s very encouraging really, isn’t it?”

Clare took it with thanks.

“I was a bit hasty that day you came to the house. I had a lot on my mind.”

“Yes, Miss O’Hara.”

“So I’m sorry if I appeared a bit short-tempered. It had nothing to do with you—you know that.”

“Yes, yes, indeed.”

“So why won’t you come on back again? And we’ll get a bit of work done, any evening you like.”

“No, thank you, Miss O’Hara.”

“Goddamn it, Clare O’Brien, what do you want me to do, go down on my bended knees?” There was a silence. “I’m going to tell you something now for your own good. You’re a bright child. I would love to see you get the bloody scholarship. I don’t mind working till midnight every night to help you get it. What better way could I spend my time? But you have a really sickening habit of sulking. Oh yes, you have. I remember you were just the same when you didn’t win the history prize. Nobody  likes a sulker, Clare. It’s a form of blackmail. I didn’t get what I wanted so I’m not going to speak to people. It’s about the most objectionable vice anyone could have, so my advice is to get rid of it if you want to have any friends.”

“I haven’t many friends,” Clare said.

“Think about it. That might be why.”

“Anyway, you’re leaving, so why tell me you’ll help me?” She was still mutinous.

“I’m leaving, am I? That’s the first I heard of it. Where am I going?”

“Your mother said . . .”

“My mother doesn’t know what time of day it is.”

“She said you paced round the house all night planning to leave.”

“Oh, Christ Almighty, is that what she’s on about?”

“So you’re not?” Clare had brightened a little.

“I’m not, but unless I see a marked change in your attitude, I might as well have left as far as you’re concerned. Come up to me this evening and we’ll make a start. I need a bit of distraction, to tell you the truth.”

“It’ll soon be the bright weather and the long nights will be over.”

“Why do you say that?” Angela sounded startled.

“My mother always says it to cheer people up. I thought it was a nice thing to say.”

“I think it is.”
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She decided not to send him a telegram, and it took her five weeks from the day she got the letter before she was able to reply. Only the thought of him waiting and watching for a Japanese postman to bring a letter made her put pen to paper at all. She began the letter a dozen times. The words didn’t ring true. She couldn’t say she was glad he had confided in her, she would prefer never to have known a thing about it. She couldn’t say she sympathized with him because she didn’t. She could find no words of welcome for her sister-in-law Shuya, her new nephew Denis, nor any enthusiasm about the arrival of the next child. Instead, her mind was full of snakes and worries slithering around. Would her mother have a stroke if she heard the news? Was there a possibility that the family might have to pay back some of the money spent educating Sean to be a priest, now that he had abandoned it all? Was it something that he might be excommunicated for, and the excommunication made public? Would all the priests in Ireland hear about it? Would Father O’Dwyer get to know through some clerical bulletin? She knew she should think kinder thoughts and treat him as a lonely frail human being; those were the words he used about himself, but then in the next sentence he said that he now knew perfect happiness, and understood for the first time why man and woman were put on this earth.

Several times she had her foot on the doorstep of Mrs. Conway’s post office prepared to send the wire telling him that his news had been received and urging him to communicate no further. But what would the town make of that piece of intelligence. The houses and shops up and down Church Street and up the golf-course road and across on the far cliff road would buzz happily with speculation. If Angela wanted to send a telegram like that it would have to be sent from the next town. And it might provoke Sean into doing something really foolish. After all he had talked fondly, and insanely, in his letter of the day when he could come back to Castlebay and show it to his wife and children. Father Sean O’Hara show Castlebay to his wife and children! He must be raving mad! Not just mad, but sheer raving lunatic mad!

She tried to imagine what she would advise if it were somebody else. Her friend Emer back in Dublin, whom she had taught with and prowled the likely places with looking for husbands. Suppose it were Emer’s brother. What would she say? She would probably urge a noncommittal kind of letter to tide things over. Fine. But once you started to write to your own brother about something like this you couldn’t remain uncommitted. It was ridiculous to expect that you could behave like an outsider. So eventually she wrote from the heart.

She wrote that she was shocked that he had given up his vocation, and that he must realize everyone in Ireland would be shocked too, no matter how good and supportive his fellow priests in the mission field had been. She said that if he was absolutely certain that this was not a temporary loss of faith, then she was glad that he had found happiness in his relationship with his Japanese friend, and pleased that the birth of their son had given them both so much pleasure. She begged him to realize that Castlebay in 1950 was a place where understanding and casual attitudes toward married priests simply did not exist. She wrote that, as she sat in the dark room with the rain outside the window, and with her mother poking at the open door of the range with a rough old poker that she held in two hands, it became more and more obvious that their mother should never know. After her time, then they might all think again; but it would destroy the woman’s life, and they had all agreed that when lives were being handed out Mam had had a very poor one given to her. She said she knew it was hard; but could he as a higher kindness write letters that assumed he was still in the Order. And because Mrs. Conway looked at every envelope that went through her post office, Angela had decided she was going to address hers in the way she always had done. Could he imagine the excitement if she were to drop the Father bit? She said she knew this was not the warm, all-embracing letter he had hoped for, but at least it was honest and it was practical and for the moment that was the best he could have.

It was on the dresser for two days before she could put it in the post-box. It was sealed and there was no fear that her mother would open it—the old woman thought that it contained the usual letter and the four folded pound notes for Masses. She half hoped it would blow away or fall down and be lost so it would never be sent.

Clare O’Brien, looking around her with wonder as she always did, spotted it. “Can I post that to Father O’Hara?” she asked eagerly. “It would make me feel very important posting a letter to Japan.”

“Yes, you post it,” Miss O’Hara said in a strange voice.

“Will we look at the globe to see how many countries it will go over  before it gets to him?” Clare asked. She loved getting out the old globe which creaked when it spun round.

“Yes.” Miss O’Hara made no move to pass the globe which was near her.

“Will I get it?” Clare was hesitant.

“What? Oh yes. Let’s see.” Angela lifted the globe onto the table. But she didn’t start to move it yet.

“Well, it will leave Castlebay . . .” Clare prompted.

Angela O’Hara shook herself. “That’s the hardest part of its journey,” she said, like her old self again. “If it gets out of Mrs. Conway’s sticky hands without being steamed open for Madam in there to read it, then the worst’s over.”

Clare was delighted to be made party to such outrageous accusations about awful Mrs. Conway, the awful mother of really awful Bernie Conway. She decided to take the letter to Japan by the westward route and brought it over the Atlantic to Nova Scotia where they said all Irish planes stopped first, and then she took it slowly across all the United States, going to Hawaii and then on to Japan. That’s probably the way they’d take it, Clare thought, less land, less places to stop in. Could you choose whether it went one way or the other? Miss O’Hara shook her head. Clare supposed it depended on which way the planes were going first; she looked at Miss O’Hara for confirmation and to her surprise she thought she saw tears in her eyes.

“Will he be home soon at all?” she asked sympathetically. She realized that poor Miss O’Hara must miss her brother and maybe she shouldn’t go on and on about how far away he was and how huge the world was. Maybe it wasn’t tactful.

 

Chrissie said that Clare wasn’t normal because her big toe was bigger than her second toe. This was discovered when Chrissie was painting her toenails and the bedroom smelled so much of lacquer that Clare had wanted to open the door.

“You can’t do that,” Chrissie hissed. “Everyone will smell it.”

“But nobody can see it under your socks. What’s the point of it?” Clare had wanted to know.

“It’s the difference between grown-up and being a stupid eejit like you are,” Chrissie had explained.

Clare had shrugged. There was no use in trying to talk to Chrissie about anything, it always ended up with an explanation that Clare was boring and that seemed to be the root cause of everything. Chrissie taunted her about every aspect of her life.

“Your hair is awful. It’s like a paper bag, it’s so flat.”

“I don’t put pipe cleaners in mine like you do,” Clare said.

“Well, that’s it. You’re so stupid you can’t even put curlers in.” And then on another tack: “You’ve no friends at all at school. I see you in the playground on your own. You walk to and from school all by yourself. Even your awful stupid class must have sense—they know not to be friends with you.”

“I do have friends,” Clare cried.

“Who? Name me one friend. Whose house do you go to in the evening, who comes here? Answer me that! Nobody!”

Clare wished devoutly that Kath and Peggy didn’t come so often—it meant that she couldn’t go to the bedroom, and downstairs she was always being asked to do something.

“I’ve lots of friends, different friends for different things, you know. Like I’m friendly with Marian in domestic science because we’re at the same table and then I’m friendly with Josie Dillon because I sit beside her in class.”

“Ugh, Josie Dillon, she’s so fat, she’s disgusting.”

“That’s not her fault.”

“It is too. She’s never without something in her fat hand eating it.”

Clare didn’t like Josie all that much: she was very dull, she couldn’t seem to get enthusiastic about anything. But she was harmless and kind and she was lonely. Clare didn’t like all the faces that Chrissie was making.

“Ugh, Josie Dillon. Well, if you had to have a friend, I might have guessed that it would be someone like that big white slug.”

“She’s not a slug, and anyway your friend Kath had nits in her hair. Everyone in the school knows that.”

“Aren’t you horrible!” screamed Chrissie. “What a desperate thing to say about anyone. When I think how nice Kath always is about you.”

“She was never nice about me. All she said ever was shut up and go away, like you say.”

Chrissie was looking at Clare’s feet. “Put your foot out.”

“Why? I won’t,” Clare said.

“Go on, just for a moment.”

“You’ll put that awful red paint on it.”

“No, I won’t. I wouldn’t waste it. Go on, let’s see.”

Suspiciously Clare put her leg out of her bed and Chrissie examined her foot.

“Show me the other one,” she said after a while. Nervously it was produced. Then Chrissie pronounced that Clare was deformed. Her second toe should be longer than the big toe, Kath’s was, Peggy’s was, Chrissie’s was, anyone you saw on the beach had feet like that. Clare fought back. Why was it called the big toe if it wasn’t the biggest one?

Chrissie shook her head. “Oh well,” she said.

Clare was frightened now. “I think I’ll go and ask Mam,” she said, scrambling off the bed. A hand thrust her back.

“You’ll do nothing of the sort, Mam will want to know why we were talking about toes, she’ll want to see mine maybe, keep your awful complaints to yourself, and don’t be seen in your bare feet.”

Clare crawled back onto her bed.

Chrissie looked at her and decided to be sympathetic. That was worse than anything else that Chrissie had ever done.

“Listen, nobody’ll notice, and I tell you, I won’t give you away.”

Clare looked miserable still.

“And Josie Dillon’s not too bad. It’s better than having no friend, isn’t it?”

 

“Did you have a friend at school, Miss O’Hara?” Clare wanted to know.

“Yes, several. Why?”

“I just wondered, what happened to them?”

“Well, Nellie Burke is working up in Dr. Power’s house. She was a friend when I was about your age. And Margaret Rooney, she went to England and got married, she lives near my sister. And Cissy O’Connor became a nun God bless her, she’s praying for all of us in a convent up in the North.”

“They weren’t working like a demon like you were, like I am?”

“Oh no, they weren’t working like demons at all. They thought I was mad.”

Clare was pleased with this, it made her path seem less odd.

“But when I got to the big convent, to the secondary school, it was different because there were lots of people there with the same interests. You didn’t have to hide your work or anything. And when I went to the training college I had great friends altogether, still have in a way, but of course it’s not the same now that I’m away, most of them teach in Dublin you see. But there’ll be plenty of time for you to make friends, don’t worry.”

Angela was being reassuring. Someone must have been getting at the child. Wouldn’t you think they’d be delighted to see someone try to get on? Give some encouragement and support. But it had never been the way.

“I do worry a bit. I don’t want to be abnormal.” Clare was solemn.

“Well, I hope you’re not bigheaded enough to think that you’re something special. That would be a sin of Pride you know.”

“I suppose so.”

“You can know it, not suppose it. It’s there in black and white in the catechism. The two great sins against Hope are Pride and Despair. You mustn’t get drawn toward either of them.”

“Were you ever tempted a bit to either of them?” Clare was an odd mixture. She could be quite familiar and probing sometimes as if she were the equal of the teacher sitting opposite her, yet she could also be totally respectful, and up at the convent she never gave a glimmer of the intimacy they shared in the O’Hara cottage.

“If I was, I suppose it was a bit more toward Despair,” Angela said. “Sometimes I used to think I’d never make it and what was it all for anyway. But I did and here I am, and I’m teaching the second great genius to come out of Castlebay, so will you open your books and not have us here all night talking about sins against Hope and friendships long gone?”

Clare giggled and got out the special copybooks she had bought in Miss O’Flaherty’s shop, a different color to the school ones so that she would never get confused. They both knew that nobody at school would be pleased if they knew that Miss O’Hara was giving hours and hours of private tuition free to a ten-year-old. It was never mentioned. And at home Mam thought that Clare was getting help because she had fallen behind a bit. It was a devious business studying your books in Castlebay.

[image: 009]

When the summer came David began to wish heartily that Nolan’s family had never decided to rent the house on the cliff. First there had been the letters, they wanted the Very Best house, and could the Powers send them a list of accommodation. Castlebay wasn’t like that, there were twenty houses on the Cliff Road that people let for the summer, usually a month at a time. And up toward the golf course there were other kinds of houses, smaller maybe but great for people who played golf all day. And then at the other side of the bay there was a jumble of houses, some owned by people who lived twenty miles away but who came out to stay there for the summer. People just knew the houses and knew what they wanted, it was very hard to explain all this to the Nolans. Molly Power was worn out from trying to explain.

She settled on Crest View and arranged the letting with Mrs. Conway’s sister who owned the house. She spoke of the professional people from Dublin, who would arrive with the three children and their maid and she insulted the Conways and all their relatives by suggesting that a coat of paint be put on the porch which was peeling somewhat under the constant wind and spray. But huffed though they were the Conways arranged that the porch be painted. They weren’t going to have any professional family from Dublin casting aspersions on the house they were renting by the sea.

David was worn out inspecting Crest View with his mother and being forced to face unanswerable questions about where the Nolan parents would sleep, in this front room or that. And would Caroline Nolan share a room with the friend she was inviting? And did David think the room on the stairs was big enough for the maid? Dublin maids might have notions about themselves.

Nearer the time Mrs. Power arranged to have a box of groceries delivered from the town to the kitchen of Crest View to welcome them. David had watched his mother while she dithered over the list.

“I don’t think she’ll notice really what you order,” he had said helpfully. “Nolan says his mother is mad most of the time.”

“David, will you stop that silly kind of talk!” his mother had cried out in rage. “Here am I wearing my fingers to the bone, trying to see that you have nice friends for the summer, and that they are comfortable when  they get here and all the help I get from you is to say that some poor woman you’ve never met is mad. Honestly.”

“I did meet her when she came to see Nolan at half term,” David said.

“And . . . ?”

“And it was one of her good days apparently.” He was unconcerned.

 

O’Brien’s shop looked well, he thought. It had a new sign over it, and one of the ice-cream firms had put up a big tin sign as well so it looked much more modern than last year. He supposed they’d all be working in the shop: all the O’Brien family, cutting ice creams, counting out sweets, putting oranges in white paper bags, giving change, getting greaseproof paper for the slices of cooked ham or the half-pounds of rashers. Wasn’t it nice for Tommy and Ned to have that to do as a way of getting pocket money in the summer?

There was no sign of either of them. He asked Chrissie where they were and heard they had gone to England months ago. What for? To work on the buildings of course. It gave him a start.

Chrissie didn’t know if they liked it or not. They only wrote very little on a Friday. They wrote every Friday? Well they sent something home of course. Of course. He’d forgotten. Mrs. O’Brien was serving another family, young Clare was cutting ice creams carefully and being watched equally carefully by those who were buying them. It would be a disaster if a twopenny ice cream were ever the teeniest bit smaller than the allotted ridge. Only Chrissie had time to talk.

“James Nolan and his family are coming to stay up in Crest View.”

“Oh, the fellow who burned his mouth.” Chrissie giggled.

“The very one.”

“Well, he’s in great time. Gerry’s going to be organizing a picnic way down the sandhills of the golf links soon. He’ll tell you all about it,” she hissed conspiratorially.

That was good news. David had been wondering whether this visit would live up to the last. A secret picnic in the sand dunes—that would be great.

“Does he have any sisters or anything? Gerry was saying there aren’t enough girls, though I think there are,” Chrissie said.

“He has a sister, Caroline, and she’s bringing a friend but I don’t think . . .” He stopped suddenly. It mightn’t be polite to say that he didn’t think they were the kind of girls you invited to somewhere that there was going to be messing.

 

Molly hadn’t been so excited for a long time. To think that a Dublin family who were quite well known were coming to stay in Castlebay just on the word of a boy who had been a visitor in her house. She was very flattered. She hoped that young James Nolan hadn’t exaggerated the style of their living.

The letters from Sheila Nolan had been courteous and warm, but alarmingly had given the impression that Castlebay was a little like Monte Carlo. She had said she so looked forward to going to the Spa each day with Molly. The Spa? She must mean the seaweed baths, but they were old and shabby and rusty, and only priests or cranky sorts of people went to bathe there. Molly could hardly have them transformed with a coat of paint as she had done with the house.

But wouldn’t it be great to talk with Dublin people again, and laugh over Robert’s at the top of Grafton Street, and wonder was that nice Miss so-and-so still in Switzer’s and had Brown Thomas changed their displays? It was such a pity that there were so few people she could ask to meet the Nolans. The Dillons at the hotel were a very mixed bunch, and it was hard to think who else they could ask. The Nolans would think them very dull sticks.

Paddy had told her to relax, but men never understood anything. He said that he had seen the high and mighty of the land coming on holidays to Castlebay over the years and it was funny but they never seemed to want the comfort and style of home, there was something in the big bay, the cliffs and the sunshine that made up for everything else. He was certain it would be the same with the Nolans.

Yes maybe, but Molly wished they had the kind of life where friends dropped in for a sherry or they had a group of people to meet in the hotel. The danger of going out with Paddy was that every drunk and hopeless poor creature in the place would attach themselves with details of their symptoms. Molly also wished they had a conservatory. Wouldn’t it be lovely to say to the Nolans, “Do come into our conservatory with your coffee. We always sit here in the evenings.” Why hadn’t  she pushed Paddy more about it? Bumper Byrne who did most of the building in the town said that it wouldn’t be hard to do but Molly had wanted someone with a little more style than Bumper. Now she had no conservatory at all.

Her heart fell when she remembered Sheila Nolan writing about where to shop. Shop? In Castlebay? Imagine a woman from Dublin who was used to going to places like Smith’s on the Green having to stand in O’Brien’s little shop and wait while those children laughed and skittered. That coarse Chrissie with the frizzy hair, and the thin worried-looking one, Clare, who often had a book in her hand if the shop was quiet. And they had nothing nice, nothing at all.

As she thought of O’Brien’s with no pleasure she remembered that she hadn’t put any flour or indeed any baking things at all on the list. The Nolans were bringing a maid after all, she might want to make scones or bread the first evening, they wouldn’t know where to shop. Molly should have thought of a rack of brown flour, white flour, bread soda, it would show she understood that they didn’t need to live off shop food all the time like people who knew no better.

Better do it now, she’d have so much on her mind tomorrow when they arrived and anyway she’d be getting her hair done and making the last-minute arrangements. A walk would do her good, it was a lovely day. She set off down the Cliff Road trying to look at Crest View quickly as if she were a stranger who hadn’t seen it before. It certainly looked the smartest of the houses with its newly painted look. And Molly had seen to it that the grass was cut too, unlike some of the other places along the road. Down on the beach there was already great sign of activity, the season had begun. Paddy was surely right, the Nolans would love it.

She had hit a quiet time in O’Brien’s, only Clare was serving, and she was deep in a book.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Molly said.

Clare looked up, unaware that she should be paying attention to the customer. “Did you do clouds at school, Mrs. Power?” she asked.

“Clouds?”

“Clouds. Mam and Dad didn’t and I was wondering about the cumulus. There seem to be lots of different kinds of them. I thought it was one name for one cloud.”

“I haven’t time to talk about clouds now. I want to buy some flour—that’s if you are serving. Perhaps I should wait for your mother . . .”

“No, no.” Clare put down the book guiltily. “What did you want, Mrs. Power?”

The child got the flour and the bread soda, she even suggested lard and then she added the items up carefully on the back of a white paper bag. She looked so intense that Molly felt a pang of guilt about having put her down so strongly. She was very young and after all it was good to see a child trying to study. But she looked so streelish in that faded dress which was much too short for her and too wide around the shoulders. Why couldn’t Agnes O’Brien dress the child properly when she was on show for the summer? It gave such a bad impression of Castlebay. Molly’s irritation returned.

“It’s one pound four shillings altogether, Mrs. Power.” Clare proffered the list but Molly waved it away and rooted for notes in her handbag.

At that moment a group of English visitors came in to be served and Tom O’Brien, hearing the ping of the door and the voices, came out to serve them. They were nicely spoken people staying at Dillon’s Hotel and Molly looked at them with interest in case they might be possible company when the Nolans arrived.

Tom O’Brien stood like a landlord in an inn, pleased to see the civilized chat between Mrs. Power and the visitors. It was only when the door pinged again to admit further customers that he thought he should speed up the process and serve someone.

“Well I hope I’ll see you while you’re here,” Molly said, pleased to discover that the two English couples had brought a car and a dog each on their vacation. This alone made them into people of standing.

She turned to Clare. “I’ll take my change now and rush along home,” she said.

“It’s twenty-four shillings, Mrs. Power.”

“I know. I gave you five pounds.” Molly was impatient.

“Hurry up, Clare. Give Mrs. Power her change. Come on now.”

Clare hesitated. “You haven’t . . . um . . . given . . . me the money yet,” she said despairingly.

“Clare! Mrs. Power said she gave you a five-pound note.” Tom O’Brien was horrified. “Give her the change this minute. What did it  come to? Twenty-four shillings. Give Mrs. Power three pounds sixteen shillings and stop dreaming.”

“Mrs. Power, you put the five pounds back in your handbag,” Clare said.

“I’m very sorry, Mrs. Power.” Tom pushed his daughter away from the drawer where they kept the money. He started rummaging for notes and coins.

“Look, Daddy, there isn’t a five-pound note there. Mrs. Power took it out but she put it back in her bag when she was talking to those people. . . .”

Everyone in the shop was looking on with interest.

Two spots of red appeared on Molly’s face. “In all my life . . .” she began.

“Please forgive this, Mrs. Power . . .” Tom O’Brien was mortified. He kicked the door into the back open so that Agnes could come out and help with the ever-growing group of spectators.

Molly had opened her bag and there on top of it for anyone to see was a five-pound note, hastily stuffed back there. She wouldn’t have hidden it anyway, she told herself, but now there was no opportunity to do so. It was far too obvious to everyone. The flush deepened on her face.

“It’s perfectly all right, Mr. O’Brien. Your daughter is totally correct. I did indeed put it back into my bag in error. How good that you have such a watchdog.” Graciously she handed over the note, waving Tom away and giving it deliberately to Clare.

Clare took it calmly and gave the change. She joined in none of the mumblings of her father, nor the assurances of how it could happen to anyone.

“Thank you, Mrs. Power,” Clare said.

“Thank you, Clare,” said Molly Power.

The door pinged behind her.

“She’ll never shop here again,” Tom O’Brien said to his wife.

 

It was a long day. Clare never got back to the chapter on clouds in her geography book. There was never a moment for her parents to speak alone with her or for her to explain the misunderstanding with Mrs. Power. As the hours went by she became less repentant and more angry  with Mrs. Power. It was her fault after all, and she hadn’t apologized, not in the smallest way. Clare hated her father for having humbled himself, she could have killed him for being all upset and sorry over something which was that woman’s fault, not hers, not his.

The shop was empty for a couple of lovely minutes. Clare reached her hand out to her geography book and took it back. She looked across at her mother.

“It’s all right, he’ll forget it, it will all be forgiven and forgotten by tomorrow,” Agnes said soothingly.

“There’s nothing to forgive! She didn’t give me the money. Was I meant to give her three pounds sixteen shillings and her shopping? Was I?”

“Hush, Clare. Don’t be difficult.”

“I’m not being difficult. I just want to know. If I am meant to do that, then tell me and I’ll do it. I just didn’t know.”

Agnes looked at her affectionately. “I don’t know where we got you. You’re brighter than the lot of us put together.”

Clare still looked mutinous.

“There are some things that are neither right nor wrong. You can’t have rules laid down for. Would you understand that?”

“Yes,” Clare said immediately, “I would. Like the Holy Ghost.”

“Like what?”

“Like the Holy Ghost. We have to believe in Him without understanding Him. He’s not a bird and He’s not a great wind. He’s something though, and that should be enough without understanding it.”

“I don’t think that’s the same at all,” said Agnes, troubled. “But if it helps you to understand the problems of trade in a small town, then for heaven’s sake, use it.”

 

It was eleven o’clock before they closed the door in O’Brien’s. Tom O’Brien had a pain across his back from bending and stretching and lifting. He had forgotten the summer pain and the constant tiredness. This was just the first week: there would be another ten like it, please God, if they were to make a living at all. He was behind in paying one of the creameries and the bacon factory always allowed people a bit of credit until the summer pickings were in. He sighed deeply, it was so hard to know about things. Last year everyone had wanted those shop cakes with  the hard icing, this year he had only sold two of them and the rest were growing stale under his eyes.

Everything was so precarious nowadays, and a man with a wife and six children had nothing but worries morning, noon and night.

He worried about the two lads gone to England, particularly Tommy. He was so easily led, so slow to work things out. How would he survive at all in England where people were so smart and knew everything? And Ned, though he was a brighter boy, he was still very young, not sixteen until the summer. Tom O’Brien wished that he had a big business, one where his boys could have come in to work with him, gone to other towns and served their time in big groceries and then come home to Castlebay. But it was only a dream. This was an outpost and it wouldn’t be here at all, the community would have broken up and scattered long ago if it weren’t for the yearly influx of visitors that began in the first week of June and ended sharply on September first. Eleven weeks to make sense of the other forty-one weeks in the year. He called out to Agnes, wanting to know if there was any hot water.

“What do you want with hot water at this time of night?”

“There’s these bath salts we sell and there’s a picture of a man with an aching back on the front and its says he gets great relief by putting these in his bath,” he said simply.

Agnes read the packet too. “We’ll boil up some. Clare child, before you go to bed will you fill a couple of saucepans, and Chrissie. Chrissie?”

“I think she was doing some holiday work with Kath and Peggy,” Clare said automatically. She knew that the amusements had started for the summer and the three were dolled up to the nines with their painted toenails freed from summer socks.

“That one should be running the country with all the homework and holiday work she does,” grumbled Tom O’Brien. “Why is it that she gets these bad reports every term, I might ask.”

“They’re fierce strict up in the convent now, it’s not like the Brothers. They say awful things about everyone.” Clare was struggling with the saucepans. One way to buy an easy life was to keep Chrissie’s cover, that way she got to stay out later and she tortured Clare a bit less.

Clare’s mother was opening the packet of bath salts. “It’s hard to  think that it would work,” she said doubtfully. “Go on into the bathroom, Tom, and we’ll see if it’s any good.”

Clare was still there; the youngsters were asleep a long time; Chrissie would come home when the amusements had closed down, when she had won something on the roll a halfpenny table and maybe had a ride on the bumpers. Tommy and Ned were asleep in their digs in Kilburn.

“Go on up to bed, Clare child. You’ve been a great help today,” her mother said. “I’ve got to fire a bit of energy into your father, we can’t have him getting pains and aches in the first week of the summer season.”

Clare heard them laughing in the bathroom and it sounded comforting to Clare as she got ready for bed. She looked out the window and saw Gerry Doyle walking down toward the beach with a very pretty girl, a visitor. That would annoy Chrissie if she were to hear of it. She saw a crowd who had been in Craig’s Bar carrying brown bags of bottles with them, they were heading off the Far Cliff Road on the other side of the bay; they had probably rented a house there. In the distance the music of the dance could be heard. That’s where everyone was. Chrissie was dying to go, but not until she was sixteen; it was two years and five months away. The moon made a pointed path out over the sea, Castlebay was coming alive for the summer.

 

The Nolans arrived on the train from Dublin and the Powers had driven to the station in the town twenty miles from Castlebay to meet them. Dr. Power called a porter immediately when he saw the amount of luggage that was assembling beside them. There would be two cars, the Powers’ own Ford and a taxi. Sheila and Jim Nolan looked around them with interest and then spotted David running toward them. There were a lot of handshakes and much giggling from Caroline Nolan and her school friend Hilary.

Mrs. Nolan wore a very flowing sort of dress with huge red and green flowers on it as if she were going to a garden party of some type. She glanced around, sniffing the air as if suspecting it might be germ laden.

Dr. Power took both of her hands in his and his face was wide with welcome, then he shook the hands of Jim and said what a pleasure it had been having their son to stay, and how everyone in Castlebay was waiting to welcome the whole family; he said his wife was organizing tea in the rented house for them, otherwise she would be here too.

Jim Nolan was a thin, fair-haired man of a slightly distracted appearance. He also had a role in watching out for the eccentricities of his wife. Sheila had a face which must have been that of a beauty when she was younger. Even now approaching her late forties she was handsome, with pale eyes and a disconcerting stare. She looked long and hard at Paddy Power.

“You are a good man. You are a man we could trust,” she said after a pause.

Dr. Power was well used to intense stares like this. In his line of work he came across them regularly.

“I very much hope so, because you’ll need to rely on me, on us for a bit until you get used to the ways of our strange country parts.”

With that, he shooed them gently into his car with most of the luggage. David was to organize the taxi for the young people and Breeda, the Nolans’ maid. There was a lot of waving and goodbyeing, until they would meet again in twenty miles’ time in Castlebay.

It seemed to David that Caroline and Hilary seemed a bit scornful of everything they saw. They wanted to know where was the nearest big town to Castlebay, and giggled when they were told that they were in it. They asked when would they be on the main road and giggled even more when they learned they had been on it for three miles. They asked about tennis and were very disappointed to know that there wasn’t a proper club, but they could play at the hotel. How did you meet people if there wasn’t a club? they wondered, and David found himself apologizing almost. Eventually, the taxi driver who also drove a hearse and had a half share in a pub, took over from him and explained Castlebay in much more attractive terms, talking about the quality who came every year and how the place was much sought after. English couples came too, often middle-aged people with a car and a dog and golf clubs. Fancy them coming all the way to Castlebay when they had the whole of their own country and Scotland and Wales to choose from. David realized that this was a much better way to go than his own style of excusing things. He brightened up and told them about the golf club and how this year he and Nolan were thinking of learning. You could hire clubs there.

Caroline and Hilary giggled and thought this was great, they might learn too.

You didn’t really get a good view of the sea until you came over Ben-nett’s Hill and David looked at them eagerly to see if it pleased them. Their faces seemed to say it all, so he sat back happily and exchanged conspiratorial winks with the taxi driver.

The girls were silenced for once as the whole coast spread before them . . . the tide was out so the beach spread out like a huge silver carpet, the headlands at each end looked a sharp purple and as they came to where the roads divided there was no need to explain anymore, Castlebay explained itself. They drove down the main street—Church Street—with the big church on the right, past all the shops, well-painted and decorated for the summer, some of them with low whitewashed walls where holiday-makers sat and chatted in the sun. People were eating ice creams and carrying beach balls and children had rubber rings and fishing nets. You could smell the sea. It was like paradise.

The taxi driver drove slowly down Church Street so that they could savor it all; the girls looked excitedly from the front of the big dance hall, to the entrance of Dillon’s Hotel. They saw Dwyers’ the butchers with a big notice saying “Get your holiday meat here.” Everyone seemed to be talking to each other or waving or calling, it was as if all the people on the street going down to the sea knew each other.

Majestically the taxi turned right at the Cliff Road so that they could have a good view of the beach.

“There’s Gerry Doyle!” cried Nolan, delighted to recognize him. “Who is that he’s with?”

“That’s his sister. I told you about her, Fiona,” David said.

The Doyles waved and James Nolan let out all his breath in a great rush. “She’s gorgeous,” he said.

The girls in the back were annoyed. They didn’t have to say anything, you could just sense it in the way they rustled.

“How are we going to become great golfers if you’re going to sigh like that over the first girl you see in Castlebay?” David said.

“Quite right.” Caroline was approving. “We don’t want the holiday spoiled by silliness and falling in love.”

“No indeed,” said Hilary very vehemently.

It was totally unconvincing but there wasn’t time to debate it because everyone was getting out of the taxi and there was a joyous reunion on the lawn. David noticed that his mother had had her hair done, and was wearing her best dress. Bones was not there; he must be tied up at home  on the very accurate assumption that he would not lend any tone to the gathering. The sun was shining down on the garden and Molly had brought Nellie with her in order to help serve a welcoming tea. There were canvas chairs and stools out in the garden, the cups were arranged on a tray in the porch and there were sandwiches and bridge rolls cut in half with egg on some and ham on others. There was apple tart too, on two large plates. Nellie had a small white hat on as well as her apron. James introduced her to Breeda who immediately took off her hat and coat and went into the kitchen to help.

Mrs. Nolan was sitting back in her chair, eyes closed with pleasure. “What a wonderful welcome,” she said. “What a beautiful place. James, we are lucky that you have marvelous friends like these to make it all possible.” Molly Power reddened with pleasure.

“Heavens, it’s very small and simple after Dublin,” she said in a tinkly voice that David didn’t often hear.

“It’s heavenly,” said Mrs. Nolan. “And the flies are going to be quite manageable, I do believe.”

“The flies?” Molly was startled.

“Yes, but one has to expect them. I’ve been watching. You get about one bluebottle to eight flies. That’s not too bad, is it?”

“No, I suppose not.” Molly was puzzled.

“We brought quite a lot of muslin with us of course, but in the end we have to realize this is holidays, this is the great outdoors and . . . well they can’t kill us?”

“Er . . . no?”

“The flies. They can’t kill us. And I think this place is heavenly.”

And that put the seal on the summer. Dr. Power had told her that it was one of the healthiest places in the world because of the sea and the ozone and the gulf stream, and goodness knows what else he had added for good measure; so now Nolan’s mother need have no fear of fleas or damp or anyone catching anything. Mrs. Conway’s sister had come down to inspect the professional people from Dublin and had been slightly overawed to see eight people on the lawn of Crest View being served tea by two maids. But her curiosity got the better of her so she came in. She was given a chair, a cup of tea and fulsome thanks from Mrs. Nolan as having provided the best house in Castlebay. Mrs. Conway’s sister took everything in, asked about eight searching questions and left to go to the  post office and fill them in on the new arrivals. Dr. Power had given his lecture about drowning. Every year he said for the past fourteen years there had been a death in the summer. All except one of them had been people who had just arrived; the accident had happened in the first few days, before they got used to the terrible undercurrent that pulled you out and sideways after a big wave. There were notices all round the beach but people didn’t believe them. There was a lifeguard—but there was only so much he could do and if a bather was swept out by huge waves, the call often didn’t go up until it was too late. Dr. Power was very grave. Caroline was enraged by the warning; she pointed out that she had had swimming lessons in the baths in Dunlaoghaire. Dr. Power said that some of the people whose purple bodies he had seen had been swimming in other places for thirty years. Castlebay had a very very strong undertow and he would be a poor man to welcome them to the place if he didn’t tell them that. He was solemn and they all fell quiet for a moment. It was enough to make it sink in. Dr. Power turned his attention to the golf club then, and the chance of a game with Mr. Nolan and whether they should make the boys junior members for the summer and get them lessons from Jimmy the Pro. Mrs. Nolan wondered was there a nice hairdresser in the place, since Mrs. Power looked so elegant there must be. Nellie and Breeda were in the kitchen having a chat about the dance, the amusements and the pictures.

Caroline stretched and said she felt filthy after the journey, would anyone mind if she changed? She and Hilary dragged cases upstairs and settled into their room. They came down not long after; Caroline had her hair loose now, not tied back behind her neck. It was curly a bit like Fiona Doyle’s, but not as luxuriant. She wore a yellow shirt and white shorts. She looked really smashing.

“Will you show me the town of Castlebay?” she asked David.

It would be very nice to be seen with this lovely thing in white shorts and yellow shoes to match her shirt. He would love people to look as he took her for a tour. But it would have been bad manners.

“Sure, I will,” he said, deliberately misunderstanding her. “Let’s all get our swimming things and meet here in ten minutes and I’ll take the conducted tour to the beach.”

David thought that Caroline was a little put out. Great, he thought, she fancies me.
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It must have rained some days. There had to be clouds and a wind would definitely have come up at high tide. But none of them remembered it. Hilary said it was the best holiday she ever had in her life and since she and Caroline had a fight the following term and were not best friends anymore, it was her first and last time in Castlebay. Mrs. Nolan grew stronger and got browner every day; she and Molly Power became firm friends and even took tennis lessons at the hotel in the early mornings when there weren’t many people about. It was something they both wished they had done in their youth, but it didn’t matter, they were catching up now. Nolan’s father stayed for two weeks, then had to go back to work, but he came down every weekend.

They had their lunch outside almost every day and David usually ate with them. On Sundays they came to lunch at the Powers’, a proper lunch with roast beef or two chickens, and soup first and pudding afterward. And when the trippers had to eat oranges or try to boil cups of tea for themselves on the beach, the Powers and the Nolans could just walk up the cliff either to the doctor’s house or to Crest View, and Nellie or Breeda would serve a real tea with sandwiches and biscuits and apple tart. It was heaven.

They went for picnics too, and because the Nolans had a primus stove they often cooked sausages which tasted much better in the open air. Mrs. Nolan couldn’t be told that they fried sausages on their own—she was afraid of conflagrations—but they kept the primus in the Powers’ garage so that there was never any fuss.

It was the first summer for a long time that nobody drowned in Castlebay. One child did get into difficulties but Dr. Power made him vomit up all the seawater and in an hour the incident was almost forgotten. A woman fell and broke her hip on the path going down to the beach and Dr. Power went out in his shirtsleeves and hammered in a board nailed to a stick saying Very very dangerous path. The Committee didn’t like it at all, and wanted it removed. Dr. Power said he was the one who had to pick up the pieces when people got injured and that if anyone removed his sign he would call the Guards. Eventually the Committee arranged a neater sign, properly painted and agreed to spend some money next year in making the path and steps less perilous.

Clare watched it all from the shop. It was like a different world to her,  these carefree people with different clothes every day. Caroline Nolan, who had brown legs and white shorts, must have had seven different-colored blouses. She was like a rainbow, and her friend Hilary was the same, and they were always laughing and the boys all stood round and laughed too when they were there. There were the Dillon boys from the hotel, and Bernie Conway’s brother Frank, and David Power and James Nolan, and of course Gerry Doyle. Normally Gerry didn’t join anyone’s crowd, but he often seemed to be passing by, or perched on his bike leaning against the wall chatting to them.

They seemed to have endless money too, Clare noticed. Hilary bought ice creams three or four times a day, and that Caroline thought nothing of buying a bottle of shampoo one day and Nivea Creme the next and three fancy hair slides the day after. Imagine having so much pocket money that you didn’t even have to think before you bought things like that.

David Power was the nicest of them all, but then he always had been nice and he was from here. He didn’t change because of his new crowd.

“Can you do me a favor?” he asked one day.

“Sure.”

“Nolan and I want to buy some things, but we . . . um . . . don’t . . . want to bring them home with us. Can we pay for them and leave them here?”

“Do you want them delivered?” she said eagerly. Her father had been right—Mrs. Power did not visit the shop anymore. This might be the breakthrough.

“Oh heavens, no,” David said. “You see, we don’t want them to know at home or at Nolan’s, if you know what I mean.”

Clare made up the order for sausages, and bottles of orange and red lemonade, for bread and butter and biscuits. She even suggested tomato ketchup and when David wondered about a cake with hard icing on it, she said she’d put one of their own knives in the bag as well so that they could cut it.

“Is it a picnic in a cave again?” she whispered, eyes round with excitement.

“No, not a cave. Down the sandhills,” David whispered.

“Oh great. When will you be collecting the food?”

“That’s what I was wondering, could you sort of hide it outside somewhere, where nobody could find it except us? We’ll be going about two o’clock in the morning.”

They debated putting it in the doorway behind the big potted palm. But suppose a dog got at it? Or if they put it anywhere too near the shop, Clare’s father might think it was burglars coming to rob the place and raise an alarm.

“Is Chrissie going to the picnic?” Clare asked.

“Well, yes, yes, she is.”

“Then that’s fine, I’ll tell her it’s in the press under the stairs and she can bring it with her.” Clare was satisfied she had sorted it out so well. She took David’s money and gave him the change. Also a list of what he had bought so that he knew how the money had been spent.

“I’m sorry that you . . . I mean, I think it would be a bit . . .”

“I’m too young for picnics,” Clare said simply. “Too young and too boring. In a few years I’ll be old enough, I hope.”

David seemed relieved that she was being so philosophical.

“You will, definitely. Definitely,” he said, full of encouragement.

At that moment the floating, flowering prints of Mrs. Nolan appeared at the door of O’Brien’s.

“Do let’s have an ice cream Molly. In Dublin you couldn’t be seen dead licking a fourpenny wafer. So full of germs, too. Isn’t it marvelous to be here?”

There was no way that Molly could refuse to come in now. Clare acted quickly. “I’m sorry. We don’t have any of those Scots Clan left,” she said to David in a clear voice. “We’ll be getting deliveries this afternoon.” She turned politely to the two ladies. “Can I get you an ice cream?” she asked.

“Is it all kept nice and fresh?” Mrs. Nolan wanted to know.

“Oh yes, indeed. Look inside if you like, but why don’t I open a fresh pack just in front of you?”

Mrs. Nolan was pleased. David scurried out, unnoticed. Clare went to the kitchen and got a clean jug of hot water, and a clean sharp knife. She dipped the knife in the water and slit open the carton of ice cream. She made the indentations on it firmly and cut two fourpenny wafers which she handed over gravely.

“This is a nice shop, Molly,” said Mrs. Nolan.

“Oh yes, yes, indeed,” said Mrs. Power uneasily.

“I think it’s a better place than where you told us to shop.”

“It’s very good, all right,” Molly agreed, looking at the ceiling.

Clare prayed her father wouldn’t come in and start fawning. She bade them farewell.

“Nice little girl,” she heard Mrs. Nolan say. “Very undernourished looking, but a bright little thing.”

 

Chrissie said that Clare had a horrible gloating smirk on her that was terrible to look at, and that Clare would be unbearable now she knew about the picnic in the sandhills.

Clare sighed. She said that David’s bag was in the press behind the coats, and there was one knife of theirs as well.

“Did he say whether Caroline and Hilary were coming or not?”

He hadn’t, but Clare presumed they would be. Weren’t they old enough?

“Oh they’re old enough, but Gerry Doyle seemed to think they weren’t.”

Chrissie was hoping they weren’t. Gerry Doyle had too many eyes for Caroline Nolan altogether. She had seen him laughing too much with her—over nothing. She didn’t explain this to Clare but Clare seemed to understand somehow.

“They’ll all be gone back at the end of the summer, and you’ll still be here,” she said comfortingly.

“I know that, stupid,” Chrissie said, examining her face in the mirror. “That’s both good and bad.”

 

Nolan was very disappointed that Fiona Doyle wasn’t in the number that giggled their way up the sandhills in the moonlight. He had decided that Caroline and Hilary could come—thereby making it respectable—and he was very annoyed with Gerry for putting it out of bounds to his sister.

“It’s not as if there was going to be all that messing like we had in the cave,” he said to Gerry.

“I know, but she’s just not going to come with us, not at night. Not in the sandhills.”

“You sound as if you’re talking about a nun, not about Fiona,” James Nolan grumbled.

Gerry gave him a smile that took all the harm out of it. “Listen, I know what you mean, but Fiona lives here, you know. It’s not just a holiday night out like it is for your sister, and for Hilary. If you live in a place, it’s different. There’s places in Dublin you wouldn’t want Caroline to go, even though there might be nothing wrong with them in themselves.”

Nolan was impressed.

They had a wind-up gramophone and they had walked so far that nobody, not even the seagulls, could hear it.

They lit the primus and cooked the supper; and David had his arm round Caroline for a while, and Chrissie was snuggling up to Gerry Doyle—but he had to disengage himself a lot to open cans or to see to the stove and turn the sausages. Nolan found himself with Kath, who had improved a lot since last winter, he thought. Nobody paired off and disappeared, but as the light from the primus flickered and died and people didn’t bother to wind up the gramophone it became obvious that it had all worked out nice and neatly.

It was Gerry Doyle not Chrissie who decided when the party was over, and with a little laugh managed to get them all on their feet again, blouses being hastily rearranged and a few giggles here and there. They walked back along the beach which was silvery and magic, stopped chattering when they reached the foot of the steps and then whispered and giggled their way home.
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