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Visitors to the west coast of Ireland won’t find Finfarran. The peninsula, its inhabitants, and the characters Hanna encounters in London exist only in the author’s imagination.







 

~ Life is for living ~







 


CHAPTER ONE


Hanna Casey looked up from her computer and was briefly enchanted by dust motes dancing in sunlight. Lissbeg Library was housed in what had once been the town’s convent school. The dark hall where generations of girls had giggled and yawned through assemblies now had large windows at roof level and had been extended to make exhibition space and a reading room. Glazed cases set into oak panelling contained musty books left by the nuns, while the public collection stood in parallel rows on open-access shelves. Today, on a golden day at the heart of an Irish summer, shafts of sunlight flooded the steel shelving and glinted on gilded leather-bound books behind their glass doors.

From Hanna’s seat at the reception desk, she could see Conor transferring returned items from a trolley to the shelves, handling them as deftly as he dealt with farm animals and machinery, and the occasional idiosyncrasies of the library’s computer system. As the paperbacks, CDs and DVDs disappeared into their places, she could hear him whistling cheerfully under his breath.

Hanna’s desk, at the front of the hall, stood with its back to a glass wall that divided the panelled library from the state-of-the-art exhibition space. At the other end of the library was the staff loo and, beside it, a slip of a kitchen where she and Conor made coffee and hung their coats. Logging out, she left her desk and went to wash her hands. Conor looked up as she passed him. ‘I’m nearly done here, Miss Casey. D’you want me to man the desk?’

Everyone else addressed her as Hanna but Conor, her assistant, had begun volunteering in the library as a teenager, when her elderly predecessor had insisted on proper respect. Though now in his early twenties, the habit had stuck and, while Hanna hadn’t the heart to object, there were times when it made her wonder what age he thought she was. Probably he never thought about it at all. He wasn’t given to introspection and, between the library, his recent marriage, and work on the family farm, he wouldn’t have time.

‘When you’ve finished there you can take the desk. The cruise-ship crowd are coming at four, but that won’t keep me more than an hour. I’ll deal with those emails from Head Office when I’m done.’

‘Right, so.’

Conor’s part-time job involved taking the mobile library around the peninsula as well as helping Hanna in Lissbeg. Where work was concerned, he was efficient and reliable, although, as Una, his mother, had once remarked to Hanna, when it came to people he often missed what was as plain as the nose on your face. ‘God knows you couldn’t get anyone kinder or more sensitive, but he’s the world’s worst for trying to fix things before finding out what’s gone wrong. There was a time I thought we’d never get him married to poor Aideen at all.’

Hanna had known what she meant. The whole Finfarran peninsula agreed that Conor and Aideen were made for each other, yet Aideen’s natural diffidence and Conor’s instinct to problem-solve had made for an engagement fraught with misunderstandings. In the end, after months of planning a double wedding with his brother, he’d discovered Aideen had hated that idea from the start, so they’d sneaked off and made their vows in a cypress grove in Florence. There’d been a registry-office wedding later when they’d returned from Italy apologetic and exhilarated, and Aideen was now living on the farm. It had occurred to Hanna to wonder if newlyweds sharing a home with the groom’s parents might produce tensions, but Aideen appeared to get on brilliantly with Una and Paddy and she and Conor seemed blissfully happy in their new life together.

Standing at the washbasin, Hanna inspected her reflection in the mirror. For a woman who wouldn’t see fifty again, she reckoned she looked okay. Sooner or later, she expected, she’d take her stylish daughter’s advice and get her hair cut and highlighted but, for now, she was happy to wear it in a single short plait. She’d never gone in for makeup when she was younger and, having retained the clear skin she’d inherited from her mother, still used no more than a touch of mascara. Smoothing her dark hair back from her forehead, she washed her hands, pulling a face as drops of water splashed onto her T-shirt. The library loo didn’t rise to an automatic hand-dryer and blotting the marks with a paper towel wouldn’t help; still, the day was so hot that they’d soon be gone. It was silly to feel one’s appearance mattered when giving a short talk to a bunch of tourists, but the representative of the cruise line that had transported them to Ireland had banged on so much about its high-end brand that she almost felt she should be wearing Gucci. Which, she told herself cheerfully, was tough. They’d get her in jeans and a Live, Love, Read! T-shirt, and if they didn’t like it that was their problem, not hers.

The Finfarran peninsula on Ireland’s rugged west coast was a dream destination, marketed to visitors as ‘The Edge of the World’. Most of its tourism centred on Ballyfin, a former fishing village at its westernmost point, overlooking the turquoise Atlantic. It was reached by a road that divided the southern and northern halves of the narrow peninsula, and was known locally as ‘the motorway’. One side of the foothills of a mountain range had been blasted to accommodate the last few miles of road, and what had been a sleepy port now had jetsetters strolling its streets, a spa hotel above a marina, and a string of restaurants where champagne and oysters were permanently on ice. The rest of Finfarran offered stunning landscapes, deserted beaches, boat trips, and B-and-B accommodation, while Lissbeg, once a market town, had shops, a bank, a post office and the Old Convent Centre, now owned by Finfarran’s county council. As well as Hanna’s library, the centre contained offices, low-rent studios and workshops, and a public space that had once been the nuns’ garden, where the Garden Café was a favourite haunt of locals as well as tourists.

Ballyfin’s marina was too shallow for ocean liners, but smaller cruise ships regularly moored there. They carried what the tour operators referred to as ‘discerning groups of culturally curious travellers’. Often middle-aged, these were always wealthy, though that was never expressly stated in the shiny brochures. Initially, Ballyfin had offered no more than a stopover at the Spa Hotel and a coach trip to the county town of Carrick, for photos and shopping. Then a US cruise line called Your World Awaits had spotted the hidden potential in Lissbeg Library, where the exhibition space displayed a manuscript known as the Carrick Psalter. The psalter had been gifted by Charles Aukin, a retired American banker with family links to Finfarran, who had also paid for the library’s renovations. This was gold dust for Your World Awaits. What could be more attractive to the culturally curious than a medieval treasure tucked away in a little local library? There was, however, one problem. The cruise line announced that its clients required exclusivity. They wouldn’t wish to join the long summer queues for talks given by volunteers from the local history society. What was wanted was a private showing by the librarian.

Hanna hadn’t been impressed. To her mind, private viewings were inappropriate in a public library, but the offer of a hefty fee had convinced the county council, so she’d had no choice in the matter. Today’s talk would be the third she’d given to a group from Your World Awaits, and she’d had to admit that, for the most part, they’d been genuinely interested. The manuscript had been digitised and the exhibition had interactive screens that allowed visitors to zoom in on details and to access translations of the text in six languages. Normally, Hanna turned one page of the psalter a month, but a special page-turn per private showing had been part of the deal. Though this offended her further, it secretly delighted her as well. Turning the pages always sent a tingle down her spine, giving her a sense of being in touch with the skilled hands that had made it, and those that had kept it safe for a thousand years. She’d studied the manuscript and been part of its digitisation process, yet the moments when she handled it still felt magical, and always it revealed something new. A previously unseen bird or grotesque face would look out through fantastic foliage, a line of text would wander down a page, like the steps of a celestial staircase, or a city would appear within the curves of an illuminated letter.

With her latest group gathered around her, she opened the psalter’s display case. About the size of a novel you’d buy in an airport, the book’s Latin text had illuminated capitals in inks and paints that were still as bright as they had been on the day they’d been ground in the medieval scriptorium. Looking at the open double-page spread, Hanna smiled in recognition. The original psalmists had lived and worked a world away from Finfarran but the psalter’s illustrators had been inspired by their own peninsula. Here was the mountain range she crossed when she drove the back roads to Ballyfin. The familiar peaks and passes appeared within the first capital letter, while spears of gold and green darted down both margins, shot from a rising sun and a crescent moon. Hanna stood back as the group craned to see. ‘There’ll be plenty of time for everyone to look at the text closely. Please remember, though, that it mustn’t be touched.’

The culturally curious, most of whom were women, tutted, registering horror at the thought. Mentally noting the most outraged, who were also most likely to try to touch the book if she turned her back, Hanna explained about the interactive screens. ‘And now I’m going to turn the page and reveal a new psalm.’ She reached out and paused, anticipating a question, which came, as if on cue, from a tall man with a goatee beard and glasses. ‘Surely you ought to be wearing white gloves.’

‘That’s a common misconception.’ Not wanting to put him down, Hanna gave him a friendly smile. ‘Wearing gloves actually increases the likelihood of damage. Plus they have a tendency to transfer dirt and dislodge inks and pigments. Using clean, dry hands is best practice.’

It was evident that he didn’t believe her but she didn’t wait to argue. Instead she turned the page, producing a mass intake of breath. One of the pleasures of the Carrick Psalter was its idiosyncrasies. The psalms appeared in random order and, in some cases, such as this, a single verse had inspired whole pages of detailed illustration. Hanna recognised it. ‘It’s psalm one verse three. “And he shall be like a tree planted by the rivers of water that bringeth forth his fruit in his season; his leaf also shall not wither, and whatsoever he doeth shall prosper.” ’

Glowing between her hands was a series of little gem-like images, set in roundels. A gold-framed box enclosed the verse, around which the pages were covered with green, crimson and ochre leaves, as if the viewer were looking down on a dense forest canopy. Among the leaves the roundels showed like little clearings in the forest, full of activity. Four monks, with their habits girded up, were felling trees and loading them onto a wagon. In another roundel a lady in dark robes and a wimple indicated to a servant in a blue jerkin where he should plant a tree. Elsewhere, boys lay on their backs eating apples from a basket, and in one clearing, where grain had been harvested, men wearing hoods and curly toed boots were winnowing. The chaff had been rendered as tiny gold specks, and the men’s hoods, like the servant’s jerkin, were ultramarine, an intense blue, which, Hanna explained, was made of lapis lazuli.

‘Where did it come from?’

‘The mountains of Afghanistan.’

‘Wow. How did it reach Ireland?’

‘By sea. And before that by camel train across deserts. Ultramarine was one of the most expensive pigments you could get.’

‘Do we know who the lady was?’

Hanna shook her head. ‘We don’t even know if she depicts a real person. It could be a portrait of an abbess, though. In some monasteries monks and nuns lived in separate buildings and shared a church, and we know that nuns, as well as monks, painted manuscripts. Scientists found flecks of ultramarine lodged in the teeth of a medieval nun who died in Germany. She would have licked the end of her paintbrush as she worked.’

There was a chorus of interest from most of the group and a dubious snort from the man with the goatee and glasses. Privately, Hanna wondered, for the first time, why whoever painted these pages had used such expensive pigment. Usually ultramarine was reserved for royalty, God and saints, but here it appeared on labourers and a servant. Perhaps it was drawing the viewer’s eye to the importance of the image expressed in the verse. The planters and the winnowers were the figures that mattered, not the lady giving the command. Bending closer, she noticed – again for the first time – that a gold thread, poured from a jug in the servant’s hand, linked all the roundels and, as her eye followed it across the pages and down to the right-hand corner, she saw it was a stream of water running into a pool fringed with flowers. There was a starry sky above the pool and, dancing round it, a ring of forest creatures: squirrels, hares, deer and rabbits, all with their heads thrown back, as if singing to the stars.

The tourists had spread out, some choosing to look at the screens before examining the psalter. Hanna drew back to give them space, knowing that after a while they’d want to ask questions. As she stood near the door, keeping a watchful eye on the display case, her mind had already turned to unanswered emails and to the dinner she planned to have that night with her daughter. Then a voice spoke behind her. ‘Well, I said I wouldn’t believe it till I saw you with my own eyes!’ Hanna swung round. The woman who’d spoken was in her fifties, short, and expensively dressed. Stepping closer, she raised her neatly plucked eyebrows. ‘So, Hanna Casey, this is where you’ve been hiding yourself all these years!’







 


CHAPTER TWO


Half an hour later, back at her desk, Hanna was still flabbergasted. She could see Conor eyeing her, and decided she’d better compose herself before he thought something was wrong. Of course, she could simply mention what had just happened but, somehow, she felt she needed to process it first. It hadn’t been earth shattering. All that had occurred was that she’d met someone she hadn’t seen for years. No big deal and, actually, rather pleasant. Sitting down abruptly, Hanna bit her lip. The encounter had shaken her and she didn’t quite know why.

Having sent Conor to tidy the kitchen, she looked at her list of emails, knowing she ought to clear them before the library closed at five thirty. Then she gave up. There was nothing in her inbox that couldn’t wait till tomorrow and, right now, all she could think of was Amy. Despite the expensive clothes and the gamine haircut, Hanna had known her as soon as she’d seen her, though she’d never have recognised her from her voice. Thirty years ago, in the flat they’d shared with two other girls in London, Amy Costello’s Wexford accent had been as thick as country butter. Now she sounded as cut-glass English as Hanna’s ex-mother-in-law.

Closing her eyes, Hanna remembered the flat behind Paddington station. It was on the fourth floor of a grubby Victorian terraced house, and had dark stairs covered with worn linoleum and a brick balcony outside the kitchen window. On summer weekends they’d sunbathed on the balcony, drinking Rioja from a box on a rickety table, while Diana Ross sang ‘Endless Love’ on a tinny transistor radio and the smells of the city reached them mixed with the scent of Ambre Solaire. Amy had been at secretarial school, Claire, from Cork, was training as a Norland nanny, and Lucy, who was English and older than the others, had worked as a sous-chef in an Italian restaurant. Hanna had come to London to take a course as an art librarian before fulfilling her dream of getting a job in a European gallery. The Louvre, perhaps, or the Rijksmuseum. Somewhere sexy and enviably exciting. Maybe not immediately, but ultimately. She’d been so certain of everything back then.

Her parents had been baffled by their only child’s ambition, yet when she’d got her first job, in a local library in Dublin, Tom, her dad, had been proud as a dog with two tails. And, though she knew he’d hoped she’d come home and settle in Finfarran, he’d said he was delighted when she’d phoned with news of the offer of a place on the London course. Mary, her mother, had snatched the phone and told her she was daft. Hadn’t her parents worked their fingers to the bone to build a solid business she could step into? Or was a post office and village shop not good enough for her ladyship? After what had sounded like a tussle, her mother had released the receiver, and Hanna had heard her father’s gentle voice again. ‘Don’t be listening to your mam, pet. We’re made up for you.’ She’d known he was lying. She was an only child and, back then, people who relocated to London seldom returned home. It had saddened her to hurt him, but the truth was that no one could have stopped her. She was following a dream.

She’d been fourteen when her imagination was seized by a flier for an art exhibition. Tucked into a library book she’d consulted for some school project, it showed a reproduction of an eighteenth-century oil painting. Standing at a horse’s head, in front of a handsome manor house, was a young man in a tricorn hat, breeches and an embroidered waistcoat, and in the open carriage to which the horse was harnessed, a woman in powdered curls and a quilted petticoat sat with a smiling toddler on her knee. For Hanna, raised by a querulous mother in a rural Irish village, it was a window into a world where people not much older than herself lived in gorgeous surroundings, apparently wrapped in domestic harmony. The colours and textures had mesmerised her, drawing her in as if she were listening to an exciting story. And, according to the flier, you could go to places full of paintings like this.

That year, during the summer holidays, she cajoled her father into taking her to the National Gallery in Dublin, and by the time they emerged Hanna was hooked on art. Sister Benignus had already assured her she was useless with a paintbrush, but evidently people looked after this stuff, wrote the signs under the pictures, and created catalogues and leaflets, like the one she’d found in the book. She’d gone home with her mind in a whirl and later, when she discovered that big galleries had libraries, everything had fallen into place.

The London course was supposed to have been the last stepping stone to her dream. Lucy and Claire had been equally driven, full of plans for careers that would take them wherever they chose to go. Claire was determined to travel, while Lucy was focused on opening her own restaurant. But Amy had simply seen qualifications in terms of a decent pay packet. She’d planned to marry a man so rich and successful that she wouldn’t have to bother with work at all. Though Hanna had liked her, she hadn’t understood Amy’s lack of ambition. Why look to a man to fulfil your dreams when you lived in the twentieth century and the whole world lay waiting at your feet?

Opening her eyes, she saw Conor hovering, wondering why she hadn’t yet locked the door. It was past five thirty. As Hanna stood up, a woman approached, digging in her purse for her library card. Hanna swiped the books she carried and helped to stow them in her bag, smiling at a couple of browsers making their way to the door. As it closed behind them, Conor appeared, carrying his motorbike helmet. ‘Is it okay if I hit the road, Miss Casey?’

‘Of course. Go on, I’m sorry I’ve kept you late.’

‘Not at all, you’re grand.’ He was twitching to leave but eager to show that he hadn’t been inconvenienced. Hanna laughed and pushed him towards the door. ‘Go on, go home to Aideen and put your feet up.’

‘God, it’s far from putting my feet up I’ll be this evening. I’ve a rake of work to do on the farm while the weather stays fine. Chances are that Aideen will be asleep before I’m done.’

Ten minutes later, having set the alarm and locked up, Hanna edged her car into Broad Street, envying the ease with which Conor could weave through the traffic on his Vespa. He’d already be halfway home before she cleared the outskirts of Lissbeg. Idling behind the rush-hour cars and a battered red van, she found herself thinking again about Amy. They’d only had a moment to talk. Other members of the tour group had had questions, and almost before she’d replied they’d been chivvied off to their luxury coach, which would whisk them back to Ballyfin and an al fresco dinner. On the way to the exit Amy had caught Hanna’s hand. ‘What about lunch tomorrow? We’re scheduled for a trip to Carrick but I could bunk off.’ So that had been fixed.

Leaving Lissbeg and the motorway behind her, Hanna turned onto a country road, lowered her window and drove at a steady speed, aware of the scent of summer drifting from the fields. Thirty years ago Amy had been ditzy. Now, though still petite and perky, she was full of languid assurance. Her deceptively simple linen shirt could have come from a boutique on Bond Street and, worn with leather espadrilles and scarlet tapered trousers, it went perfectly with the large straw bag she’d held under her arm. Her nails were buffed and her hair, a miracle of highlighting, had been blow-dried to support the sunglasses casually propped on her head. Instinctively, Hanna had glanced at the manicured left hand and observed a broad wedding ring and a stonking platinum-set marquise-cut diamond. Obviously, Amy had found her well-heeled man.

A farmer, who was wobbling along on a bicycle, emerged from a field driving a herd of cows. As she slowed to avoid spooking the animals, Hanna frowned at her mental use of the term ‘well-heeled’. It was one she disliked and she’d no idea why it had sprung to mind. Then, as the cows’ heavy hindquarters swayed down the road ahead, she remembered her mother using it. It was on the night of the call she’d made from a pay-phone in Paddington to tell her parents she’d got engaged. Mary had demanded the full story and, when it was told, had grunted and said that at least he was well-heeled. Tom had simply asked her if she was happy.

Hanna and the girls had met Malcolm Turner at Lucy’s Italian restaurant, a place so posh that she’d never been there before. Claire and Amy had arranged the treat for her birthday, and Lucy, who’d been working, had wangled free gelati for their dessert. The platter, topped with sparklers, had been carried in by a waiter, and a couple of guys at a nearby table had clapped and sent them champagne. So, inevitably, the tables had joined up. That was the beginning. Within weeks Hanna had dropped her on/off boyfriend, was dating Malcolm exclusively, and had been invited to visit his parents in Kent. They drove down from London on a sunny Saturday morning. Louisa, his mother, met them in the large, square hallway where there was a fireplace with a carved overmantel and a bowl of scented lilies on the hearth. She’d taken Hanna to the morning room while Malcolm parked the car, and they’d sat in chintz-covered armchairs by an open French window. Hanna had liked Louisa at once. She was telling her about the fateful meeting in the restaurant when Malcolm came into the room and bent to kiss his mother’s cheek. ‘Fate? It was nothing of the sort. I saw her the moment she walked through the door and knew that I had to have her!’

That was Malcolm – arrogant, devastatingly attractive, and undeniably well-heeled. He’d proposed three months later and, helplessly in love, Hanna had accepted him. When she’d told the girls, Amy had announced that she might have to kill her. ‘Honestly, Hanna, you’re such a sneaky cow! Here’s me, desperate to find a husband, and you, swanking around, all independent career woman. And you’re only after bagging a bloody barrister for yourself! If you weren’t one of my best friends, I’d swing for you.’ They’d all fallen around laughing and Lucy had gone to open a bottle of wine. Hanna had followed, to carry the glasses, and stood by the open kitchen window from the noisy street. The hot air had made her choke and, for a moment, she’d felt faint.

The lowing cows ahead of Hanna’s car ambled into their farmyard. After a mile or so, she turned down a side road that led towards the ocean. Her daughter had suggested they eat outdoors and, remembering the little tin table in the shade of a feathery ash tree, Hanna was looking forward to the meal. Time spent with Jazz hadn’t always been easy. The spectacular break-up of her parents’ marriage had angered and confused her in her teens, but she’d matured into a relaxed young woman, and Hanna had moved on from the shock that had ended her twenty-year marriage.

Jazz’s present home had belonged to Hanna’s great aunt Maggie. Hanna, who’d inherited it, had lived there for several years after her divorce, and now it was providing a safe haven for yet another generation. Affordable rents were hard to find in Finfarran, and having a place of her own had made a huge difference to Jazz. Though, when Hanna had offered it to her, she’d been uncertain. ‘Oh, Mum, are you sure?’

‘Of course.’

‘But you could let it. I mean, obviously I’d pay rent if I took it – but, with someone else, you could make an awful lot more than I can afford.’

‘Most people willing to take a lease in the middle of nowhere would probably be eccentric or into growing funny tobacco. And tourists would only want it for a couple of nights at a time.’

It had proved to be an uncomplicated arrangement: Jazz paid a fair rent and, besides being happy to see her settled, Hanna was glad to have a tenant she could trust.

The house’s clifftop setting above the Atlantic was idyllic and, as she parked by the familiar gate, she could feel her whole body relax. Then, as she opened the car door, she paused, suddenly realising why she’d been feeling edgy since Amy had turned up. Her hackles had risen when she’d been accused of hiding here in Finfarran, and that was because the joke was too near the truth. The fact was that, when things had gone wrong, she’d run home from London, feeling she’d every reason to hide her head. Because if she hadn’t been fool enough to fall in love with Malcolm Turner, she wouldn’t have walked away from her dream before it had even begun.
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