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She had left behind everything she loved to forge a future for the one she treasured most . . .

2019 Dublin. When Jessie Daly loses her job, her flat and her relationship, she travels home to Ireland’s west coast and helps an old friend researching what happened in the area during the 1840s Famine. They are drawn into the remarkable story of a brave young mother called Bridget Moloney, and Jessie becomes determined to find out what happened to Bridget and her daughter, Norah.

On the other side of the Atlantic, Kaitlin Wilson is researching her family tree. She knows her ancestors left Ireland for Boston in the 19th century. Everything else is a mystery. Kaitlin unearths a fascinating story, but her research forces her to confront uncomfortable truths about herself and her family and also uncover a heartbreaking connection to a young woman in the west of Ireland . . .




For my parents, with thanks.




Prologue

She opened her eyes and tried to adjust to the dark. Give it a minute, she thought. If you don’t panic, the light will come. There was always a sliver of light, a crack, however thin, that made it possible to see different shades of black and grey. While waiting for it to appear, she breathed in slowly. She paused before breathing out, but the world around her remained a seamless black.

For a strange, confusing moment, she wondered if she was dead. Was this dark place, wherever it was, the other side? Then she felt a slight, almost imperceptible, movement. It was followed by a shout. A man’s voice. The noise was coming from outside. She remembered where she was and why she was there.

She listened for a sign that the others were alive, for a breath or a moan. She was certain she could smell other bodies and feel their warmth. Perhaps she should say something. But, no, this might be the wrong time. Besides, her mouth was dry as chalk, and she wasn’t sure her voice would work. She was amazed that no one could hear her heart. It was in her throat, her ears, everywhere.

The boat swayed again, the movement more dramatic.

She attempted to move, only there wasn’t enough room. It was cold, and she’d lost the feeling in her legs. Pins and needles ran up and down her arms.

Her breathing was shallow now, and she worried that there wasn’t sufficient air to fill her lungs. Fear wrapped itself around her. They had been warned that the crossing might be rough, but this was the first time she’d realised they might not survive.

Don’t fall asleep, she told herself. If you do, you might not wake again.

What she had to do was keep her mind active. She tried to visualise where she was going, what she would do there, whom she would meet, how her life would improve. She thought of streets, buildings, people.

It was no good. All she could picture was home.




Part One




Chapter 1

April 2019, Clooneven, County Clare

Jessie

Jessie Daly had promised herself that she’d spend the journey from Dublin to Clooneven preparing her answers. By the time she reached home, every sentence would be honed, every possibility covered.

She should have remembered that bus trips made her sleepy. Barely had they passed the turn-off for Naas than her eyelids became heavy, and her head lolled to one side. She woke two hours later to the sound of rain rattling against the window and the suspicion that the lattice texture of the seat’s cloth had been imprinted on her face. She ran a finger down her right cheek. Suspicion confirmed.

Waking up was always the same. For a moment, everything was bright. Then it would all come back to her, and the clouds would roll in again. She’d tried telling herself not to dwell on what she couldn’t change, but it hadn’t worked. Apart from sleep, nothing worked.

After two bus changes, and a further two hours, she arrived in Clooneven. The number of passengers had dwindled to six. Alongside her, there were two women with hessian shopping bags, a man who’d spent the journey from Ennis telling the driver about his cataracts, and a German couple who slouched under the weight of their rucksacks. One of the women looked Jessie up and down before tapping her companion on the arm. In the sort of whisper that could be heard two streets away, she said, ‘You know who that is, Martina, don’t you?’

Jessie ignored them. She also suppressed the urge to tell the tourists that they were getting off in the wrong place. With its curve of pale beach, rippling ocean and horseshoe of brightly painted houses, Clooneven was heart-stoppingly lovely. At this time of year, however, it was marked by the off-season dullness common to seaside towns everywhere. The gift shops were closed, the bars quiet, the beach deserted. The town was waiting for the summer season to unfurl.

In early April, the couple would be lucky to find a half-decent meal or a drinkable cup of coffee. If they did, chances were the coffee would be provided by the woman waiting at the town’s sole bus stop. Jessie’s sister, Lorna, had a navy blazer draped over her shoulders, a large pair of sunglasses on top of her ash-blonde head and a pursed-lip expression that suggested this was not how she’d wanted to spend her afternoon.

As Jessie descended the steps of the bus and retrieved her luggage, Lorna gave a quick smile of acknowledgement. ‘That’s a lot of stuff you have with you,’ she said, followed swiftly by ‘God, you’re very pale.’

‘Yeah, well, it’s been . . .’ Not knowing how to finish the sentence, Jessie allowed it to trail away. She’d barely spoken for five or six days, and her voice was rusty from lack of use. She heaved her black suitcase into the boot of the SUV, placed her other bag onto one of the back seats and climbed in beside her sister.

Familiar sounds and smells – the squabbling of seagulls, the tang of seaweed – filled her head. The rain had been replaced by high watery cloud. Fearing what Lorna would say next, she wished she’d chosen to walk the five kilometres to the family home. She was also annoyed with herself for not spending more time preparing her story.

At thirty-six, Lorna was seven years older than Jessie. Along with her husband, Simon Keating, she was the owner of several businesses including a café, a grocery shop and an amusement arcade. As she was fond of reminding people, she hadn’t allowed her mediocre education to hold her back. ‘Hard work,’ she would say, to anyone willing to listen. ‘Hard work and perseverance.’ By contrast, Jessie with her honours-laden Leaving Cert and lah-dee-dah degree from Trinity College didn’t even own a car. What Lorna chose not to say was that the most lucrative businesses in the portfolio – the shop and the arcade – had originally been owned by Simon’s parents. He’d also inherited a house the size of a nursing home. In recent years, the couple had remodelled it into a palace of glass and pale brick.

When she was drunk, Jessie liked to describe herself as a Marxist. She was against the accumulation of wealth for wealth’s sake. She supported public housing, rent controls, a basic income for all. In her lower moments, and there had been too many of these lately, she envied her sister. She pictured life with a husband, two children and under-floor heating. She thought about certainty, stability and the sort of comforts that came with a conventional grown-up life. Not that she’d say any of this out loud. She didn’t want hypocrisy added to her list of failings.

As Lorna drove past the hotel, the seaweed baths and the golf clubhouse, she stayed quiet. Her angular face shone, like she’d taken a bath in motor oil. Maybe she’d been on a spa weekend. Or maybe it was a glow of self-righteousness.

When finally she spoke again, her words were crisp. ‘They’re incredibly upset, you know. I mean, they won’t say as much to you, but it’s difficult for them.’

‘I get that. I’ve told them I’m sorry.’

‘Everybody saw it. And, if they didn’t watch it live, they’ve come across it on Facebook. How could you do that to Mam and Dad? What were you thinking?’

Jessie pulled at the sleeves of her leather jacket. ‘Ah, Lorna. You’re making it sound like I killed someone.’

‘You’ve killed your reputation anyway. You’ll be lucky to get more work.’

‘If I come up with stories, I’ll get work.’

Even as the words left Jessie’s mouth, she knew they weren’t true. The media had changed. There were too many journalists and too few paying jobs. Dublin was overflowing with young reporters who were willing to write whatever their bosses wanted while shooting a video, recording a podcast and engaging in spirited arguments on Twitter. Newsrooms were staffed either by interns or by creaking veterans with nowhere else to go. The veterans spoke about atrocities they’d covered and expenses they’d claimed, while lamenting young people’s lack of initiative.

Once, she’d had notions of becoming a serious journalist, someone who wasn’t ashamed to list the publications she’d worked for on her Twitter biography. She’d pictured herself filing dispatches from a Syrian refugee camp or chasing an exploitative landlord down the street. Alternatively, she’d imagined moving to London and becoming one of the blondes who wrote about sex in the Sunday Times. Critics would describe her as ‘fearless’ and ‘unflinching’, and publishers would outbid each other in pursuit of her take on modern life.

Instead, she’d settled for a world where ‘Kate Middleton Re-wears Outfit’ and ‘Daughter of Famous Man Goes on Holiday’ were considered stories. Her work had become safe. Shallow. She’d written soft features about soft lives, and even that was gone from her now.

Lorna glanced in her direction. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but perhaps you should consider something else.’

‘Like what?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. What are you qualified for? Teaching? PR? Something steadier, at any rate. What does Phelim think?’

Jessie didn’t answer. She focused on the road ahead, and on the patchwork of fields that lined the way to the family home. At least Lorna was direct. Being pecked at by her was easier than dealing with their parents’ understated disappointment.

The Dalys lived in a pebble-dashed bungalow, one of many built in the area in the 1970s and 1980s. Compared to the two-storey houses of more recent years, with their glossy crimson doors and ornate gates, it looked insubstantial. If the building was modest, the front and back gardens were works of art, tended with care and no little skill by their mother, Maeve. As Jessie climbed out of the vehicle, it was the smell that struck her first, the blend of wallflowers and magnolia that meant springtime at home.

Having spent her school days with her nose pressed against an imaginary window, hankering after a world outside Clooneven, she’d left at eighteen. She’d been certain that everything she wanted was elsewhere. Her visits home had been infrequent.

Her father, Denis, worked in a light engineering plant in Ennis. It was skilled if unglamorous work. Although he could be great fun, he was also a follower-of-rules, a man who believed in turning up on time with a clear head and polished shoes. Maeve was a petite woman who distrusted artifice and show. She darned socks, went around the house switching off lights and took pride in her ability to make endless bowls of soup from a chicken carcass and a few wizened vegetables. If Lorna’s ostentation annoyed her, she was careful not to let it show.

Jessie’s father was at the front door. While usually he would have given her a hug, today he was reserved. He looked more worn than she remembered. His light grey hair needed a trim and his brown jacket shone as if given one pressing too many. He’d been wearing the same jacket, or a clone of it, for the past twenty years.

‘Were there many on the bus?’ he said, as he picked up her case. She decided against pointing out that it had wheels.

‘It was quiet enough.’

‘Not a bad old day, all the same.’

‘We’ve had worse,’ said Lorna. ‘The forecast for next week is good.’

They could carry on like this for hours, batting around words while saying nothing. Eventually, though, they would have to talk, and Jessie still wasn’t sure how much to say.

Maeve was in the kitchen, making tea. She also appeared tired. For someone who usually looked as if she’d stepped out of a clothing catalogue, she was surprisingly unkempt. Her shapeless camel cardigan was at odds with her blue trousers, which were at odds with her green slippers.

Jessie pulled out a chair and sat down beside the table. For once, the kitchen’s comfortable clutter felt claustrophobic rather than welcoming. There were too many plates on the dresser, too many mugs on the draining board, too many magnets on the fridge.

Her mother gave a weak smile, then turned to Lorna. ‘You’ll stay for a cup?’

Please don’t, thought Jessie.

‘I will indeed,’ said her sister, as she found a chair. ‘Jessie, get up there and give Mam a hand. You’ve been sitting down all day.’

So this was how it was going to be.

For five minutes, they drank tea, picked at a currant loaf and swapped small-talk. Finally, it was Lorna who mentioned the unmentionable.

‘Jessie tells me she’s apologised to you.’

‘She has,’ said their mother, ‘only that doesn’t stop us worrying.’

Their father nodded. ‘We should have noticed that things weren’t right.’

Jessie, who’d been examining her fingernails, looked up. ‘I am here, you know. You can ask me.’

‘Yes,’ said her mother, ‘only every time we tried to talk to you on the phone, you clammed up on us. That’s if you bothered answering.’

‘You were very drunk,’ said Lorna.

‘I honestly wasn’t. Well, I was, but the cameras made everything look worse.’

‘What I can’t understand is why they let you on in that state. Or why you didn’t realise you’d stopped making sense.’

Their parents exchanged a look but remained quiet.

‘Like I told you, it’s kind of hard to explain. It’s like . . .’

‘Why don’t you give it a go?’ replied Lorna. ‘We all deserve a proper explanation.’




Chapter 2

Ten days earlier

The day of Jessie’s unravelling started early. Her alarm went off at seven. Without changing out of her pyjamas, she stepped into the kitchen, made a milky coffee and flicked on her laptop.

She was writing up an interview for Inspire, the magazine for which she did most of her work. The interviewee, an influencer-cum-online-TV-presenter-cum-eyelashes-entrepreneur called Hollie Garland, looked as though she was straight out of a box. Untouched. Untroubled. She was successful, glossy, willowy – and dull as a weekend pilgrimage to Lough Derg. On Instagram, Hollie exuded well-being and cheer. In real life, she was the same. That was the problem. She spoke in hashtags. She was truly #blessed and #livingherbestlife. She was an advocate for #metime and #selfcare. And she used these phrases without any apparent irony. She was also keen on the word ‘curate’ without seeming to know what it meant.

Jessie had attempted to ask about the morality of influencers shilling products they didn’t use. She might as well have been asking the parish priest about death metal. Hollie had greeted the questions with a blank look before returning to her well-practised monologue on the transformational powers of clean eating and lip-liner. The only time she was even slightly negative was when bemoaning the trolls who targeted people like her. Jessie began to suspect that if she had nothing to sell, she had nothing to say.

Because of this, she suggested to her editor, Eimear Bird, they do a broader piece about what Hollie represented. Eimear wasn’t interested.

‘You know what Hollie represents?’ she said. ‘She represents a boost to circulation and a rise in advertising.’

The editor went on to point out that Inspire’s readers saw her as a role model, the star at the centre of their gluten-free universe. They didn’t want an exploration of her psyche. They wanted to know about her new eye-shadow palette and how it would transform their lives.

Call her naïve, but Jessie would have liked to credit the readers with a little more intelligence. Still, she needed the fee, so she wrote and stared and tinkered and wrote again. If the finished piece wouldn’t win any prizes, it wasn’t completely embarrassing either.

Two thousand words of Hollie would sap anyone’s spirit, so by the time she met her friend Shona, Jessie craved entertainment. She’d had three vodkas and was beginning a fourth when her phone rang. It was a researcher from one of the late-night TV current-affairs shows. The researcher took a deep breath before announcing that a guest had pulled out at the last minute, which meant they were without a woman on the panel, and they were in trouble for lack of gender balance so she had to find a woman, and would Jessie do it, please? The high note of desperation in her voice spoke to Jessie. Plus, Shona was being a bore about a man she might or might not have sex with. Sometimes her friend had a toddler’s ability to ramble around a story without ever getting to the point, and this was one of those times.

‘Okay,’ she said to the researcher, barely pausing to ask about the theme of that night’s show. They would, she was told, be discussing the big news of the day. Confident that she was on familiar ground, Jessie explained the situation to Shona, who insisted she finish her drink.

‘You’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘Anyone watching will probably have been in the pub themselves. And you look perfectly sober to me. Your hair’s gorgeous, by the way.’

That much was true. Jessie had been to the salon the previous day to have her blonde balayage refreshed. She’d also had it cut into a long bob. That this had cost far more than she could afford was beside the point. She looked good, and with television, that was what mattered. Trite as it might sound, entire TV careers had been built on good hair and the careful use of filler. The younger and more attractive you were, the less you needed to say.

TV and radio punditry had become a useful side-line for Jessie. Although she didn’t kid herself that she was in demand for her profound political insights, she could string together a few sentences. She also ticked both the ‘token young person’ and ‘token woman’ boxes. While, in the real world, few would describe twenty-nine as particularly young, on the current-affairs circuit anyone under forty was viewed as slightly edgy.

The first indication that she’d made a mistake came in the green room when one of her fellow guests, an earnest guy whose glasses needed a polish, asked what she’d made of the evening’s developments in the House. She felt a twitch of panic. She was primed to talk about the story that had dominated the news all week: a row about corporate landlords buying up entire housing developments. Surely if anything important had happened in the past few hours her phone would have lit up with notifications? Then she remembered that to minimise distractions she’d turned off her alerts. She could, of course, have looked up the news sites while she was in the taxi, but time had been limited, and she’d focused on sobering up and composing some caustic lines about vulture funds.

‘I reckon it’s pretty serious,’ she said, hoping he’d reveal more information. ‘What do you think yourself?’

Before he could reply, a third panellist, a politician with boundless self-regard, slapped Mr Dirty Glasses on the back and said something about his boys being on the back foot.

With that, they were whisked into the studio.

When the producer thanked her for being available at short notice, she asked again about the topics they’d be discussing. ‘Mainly the obvious,’ he replied, ‘and we might get to something lighter before the end.’

Jessie was in trouble. She didn’t know what the obvious was and couldn’t ask. She’d had to leave her phone in the green room, and the other guests – Dirty Glasses, Back Slapper and a cantankerous political correspondent called Killian McGill – were chatting among themselves. At this point, the presenter arrived. Barry Fogarty was a current-affairs veteran, who smelt of mothballs and privilege. Under the studio lights, he was as orange and wrinkled as an aged apricot. Those same lights were making Jessie feel woozy.

Focus, she told herself. Focus.

She asked Barry what he wanted from the discussion. With an airy wave, he said that, no doubt, she’d be able to bring her own perspective to events. For some reason, nerves she supposed, this made her laugh. The others, gathered in an insider huddle, continued to ignore her. The opening credits began, and she still wasn’t sure what they’d be talking about.

The show had been on air for several minutes when she came to grips with the story. While she’d been writing about Hollie Garland and drinking vodka with Shona, vulture funds had slipped out of the news. The new political scandal centred on the premature release from prison of a drug dealer who’d gone on to commit further crimes. It had emerged that, some years earlier, the minister for justice had written a letter to the prison authorities in which she’d said that Vincent McPartlin was from a fine upstanding family and should be considered for early release. The opposition parties were demanding her resignation, as were the families of McPartlin’s victims.

Jessie was feeling increasingly lightheaded. The absurdity of the situation made her face tingle, and she found her mouth curving into a smile. She shouldn’t be there. She had nothing to contribute, she was exhausted – and she was drunk. She wondered if she could slip out during the break. Maybe she could say she was ill. The others were only interested in their own opinions: they didn’t need to hear from her.

It was while her thoughts were drifting that Barry Fogarty asked her a question. She’d missed the start so, urging herself to stay calm, she opted for a generic answer.

‘Um, yeah,’ she heard herself say. ‘This is what happens, isn’t it, when people aren’t listened to? When officialdom loses its way and ignores the consequences of its decisions.’

Killian the cantankerous correspondent squinted in her direction. ‘Surely, in this instance, the problem was that no one listened to the officials. The minister paid too much attention to the convicted man’s family, whose votes she wanted to secure, and ignored the misgivings of civil servants.’

‘I guess you could look at it like that, but in the round, and bearing in mind what’s occurred in the past . . .’ She searched for a coherent way to end the sentence but, when nothing came, said something about the minister’s record in a previous department. The others, she realised, were staring at her.

Cantankerous shook his head. ‘Were you paying any attention to what was going on today or are you spoofing?’

Barry Fogarty intervened. ‘Ah, now, Killian—’

‘Barry, she doesn’t have the foggiest notion what she’s talking about.’ Once more, he turned to Jessie. ‘Do you?’

She felt the heat rising from her neck. The studio tilted. They were waiting for an answer, so, with what she later saw as the worst kind of drunken logic, she decided to brazen her way through by telling the truth.

‘I wasn’t able to follow all of it because I had other things to do. That’s what you guys tend to forget. Most people can’t spend all day thinking about politicians.’

‘What else did you have to do?’ asked Barry. Almost immediately, he looked as though he regretted the question.

The studio tilted in the other direction. It occurred to Jessie that she might be swaying. Her tongue seemed to have swollen. ‘I was writing a feature, well . . . it was sort of an interview, except I had to gild it a bit because the woman I was writing about . . . Hollie Garland, y’know? Well, she—’

Concern flashing across his face, Barry attempted to take charge. ‘I’m not sure what this has got to do with our discussion. Perhaps, we should—’

‘Hollie who?’ said Cantankerous Killian.

‘She’s a famous influencer,’ replied Jessie. ‘She mightn’t mean much to you, but I guarantee you, she means more to anyone under thirty than the minister. She probably earns more too.’ For a moment, she paused. She didn’t want to go too far. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that’s right. I doubt Hollie could name the president let alone the minister for justice.’ Again, she hesitated. ‘Actually, you know what? I’m being unfair. I’d say she could buy and sell everyone here. She’s got the right kind of commercial cunning. Like, she was a vegan until a burger chain offered to pay for some #sponcon. But, hey, it is what it is.’

‘I think we should get back to this evening’s agenda,’ said Barry, the colour seeping from his cheeks.

The others, clearly enjoying the diversion, disagreed. ‘What’s #sponcon?’ asked Back Slapper.

Dirty Glasses replied, ‘It is what it is,’ prompting a dry laugh from Killian, who leaned back in his chair and said, ‘Hollie Garland? I’d say she’s busy at Christmas.’

‘Ha!’ said Jessie. ‘You’re a very witty man, though I doubt Hollie would like you pulling the piss out of her name. She’s really serious about her brand.’ She attempted to make air quotes around the final word but in doing so knocked over a glass of water. It skittered across the desk and crashed onto the floor.

‘Jesus,’ said Dirty Glasses.

Barry, who had given up trying to restore order, leaned in and asked if, by any chance, she’d had a drink before joining them on air. Jessie, sensing there was no way back, conceded that she might have had one or two.

The rest was a blur. Well, obviously, that wasn’t true. For people watching at home, and for countless others who saw the clip, it all played out in sharp focus. It was high-definition entertainment, the subject of a hundred Facebook memes, countless Twitter jokes and at least four pompous newspaper columns. She was what happened when a culture was swamped by triviality: she was the standard bearer for people who didn’t know or care about their limitations; she was the self-confident face of a self-indulgent generation.

And the drink? Oh, the drink. The way the columnists carried on you’d swear she’d been off her head on red biddy. She’d been a bit jarred, that was all.

The column that hurt most was the one in which a man argued that, by turning the show into a pantomime, she’d insulted Vincent McPartlin’s victims. In her mind, he claimed, they were of less significance than an online huckster.

If the men in the papers had contempt for her, the women on Instagram and the gossip forums were rougher still. Hollie’s fellow influencers claimed Jessie was ignorant, jealous and a disgrace to the sisterhood. They wallowed in performative solidarity. Can we all agree that Jessie Daly is cancelled? one wrote.

They could.

A tearful Hollie called the editor of Inspire to claim that her business had been sabotaged by the cow they’d sent to interview her. (In fact, she’d gained thirty thousand followers.) Eimear Bird pledged to redo the interview herself. She also rang Jessie to tell her the magazine wouldn’t be using her again. ‘It’s a shame,’ she said, ‘because you’ve a great eye for detail, and your writing isn’t too bad either. But you need to sort yourself out. Oh, and for the avoidance of doubt, our arrangement was a casual one, so I’m not breaking any laws here.’

Jessie had identified a group of women whom she called five-star feminists. They wore jewel-coloured shift dresses in Sunday supplement features and attended empowerment conferences in expensive hotels. They had a particular skill for corporate buzzwords and phrases, like ‘synergy’ and ‘holistic’ and ‘across the piece’. Their tweets were filled with admiration for Jacinda and Angela and AOC. When it came to supporting female colleagues, however, they vanished. It wasn’t that they had a point to prove. They simply didn’t care. Eimear was her theory made flesh.

Every time Jessie came across a mention of the incident, her name jumped out as though printed in forty-eight-point capitals, and self-loathing swelled within her. Yet some perverse part of her sought out references to the night she’d turned herself into a national joke. She doom-scrolled obsessively. Not that this required much effort: her phone was aglow with notifications.

She decided to watch the show. Could it really be that bad? She saw her flushed face, her unfocused green eyes, the way she’d appeared to smile to herself while everyone else was discussing serious crime. She heard her incoherent thoughts and mangled sentences and the way the others had laughed at her. Afterwards, she lay flat on the floor, too upset to cry. The carpet felt rough against her back; the apartment needed hoovering. The place was cold and smelt of dust and cigarettes. She wished as fervently as she had ever wished for anything that she could go to sleep and never wake again.

Friends called and messaged. Although supportive, she could tell they didn’t know what to say. They asked her out, but she was reluctant to be seen. They didn’t hide their relief at her refusals. She risked the local Tesco, a woolly hat pulled low, a scarf stopping at the tip of her nose like a teenage rioter.

In the main, though, she sat in the apartment and chain-smoked. She felt bad about every damn thing, but mostly she felt bad about her parents. They’d made sacrifices so she could pursue her degree in English followed by a post-grad in journalism. Even after she’d started work, they’d continued to fund her. How often had she returned to Dublin to find an envelope containing a fifty-euro note tucked into the pocket of her backpack?

If she was honest, there was more to it than that. She had diminished their achievements to magnify her own. In Dublin, her acquaintances were overwhelmingly middle class, her classmates and colleagues the sons and daughters of surgeons and barristers. They had rich-girl hair, rich-boy self-belief, and skin that revealed generations of good nutrition. Early on, Jessie had learnt how to exploit her comparative lack of privilege. For years, she’d emphasised that her background was different. She’d told stories about her family’s eccentricities: the aunt who cried when anyone went to America, even for a two-week holiday; the cousin who played the concertina to his calves; the uncle who’d fallen into a grave at a neighbour’s funeral. This inverted snobbery had served her well but hadn’t been fair to her parents. And now she had humiliated them.

After ten days, she decided she couldn’t take any more silence. Being on her own meant she spent too long indulging in self-examination, and even in good times, introspection wasn’t her friend. She gathered up the remains of her dignity, did what she had to do and set out for home.

In the family kitchen, Jessie was trying to explain herself. She’d given Lorna and her parents a tightly edited version of events. Her sister had tut-tutted, her dad had rubbed his nose, her mother had dabbed at a tear. Thankfully, they’d said little.

The quiet was broken by her father. ‘How’s Phelim?’

‘Fine,’ said Jessie.

‘Seriously? I mean . . .’

She sought refuge in inarticulacy. ‘Ah, you know how it is. Like, he’s kind of embarrassed . . . but . . .’

‘He didn’t think of coming down with you?’ asked her mother, as she touched Jessie’s hand. ‘He’d have been welcome.’

‘He’s busy.’

Lorna raised a well-shaped eyebrow. ‘How long are you planning on staying in Clooneven?’

‘Just a week or so,’ replied Jessie, hoping this was true.
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