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            Further praise for Foster:

            ‘A masterly combination of things pregnant and poised, frozen and in flux.’ Stephanie Cross, Times Literary Supplement

            ‘Foster is a thing of finely honed beauty and cumulative power.’ Guardian

            ‘Foster confirms Claire Keegan’s talent. She creates luminous effects with spare material, so every line seems to be a lesson in the perfect deployment of both style and emotion.’ Hilary Mantel

            ‘Keegan has mastered a style that echoes Seamus Heaney’s early poetry and the stories of William Trevor, but which has grown more enclosed and lyrical with each book. The dark humour of the early work has given way to a lush melancholy that has found its perfect length at 88 pages.’ Sameer Rahim, Daily Telegraph

            ‘Keegan’s writing always resists tricksiness and innovation, but it is the absolute, unquestionable real deal: everything about her storytelling rings dazzlingly true at all times … Foster will captivate you and then it will squish your heart.’ Stuart Hammond, Dazed & Confused

            ‘It has beauty, harshness, menace and the spine of steel worthy of high art … Keegan is a realist who has mastered describing the chaos of feeling. Humanity at its most vulnerable fills the silences in Foster, an unsentimental story that triumphs through a subtle ambivalence that stalks and shapes the emerging emotional intelligence of the narrator.’ Eileen Battersby, Irish Times

            ‘This is a story about liminal spaces: about having “room, and time to think”, about the shifting lines between secrecy and shame, and a child’s burgeoning apprehension of the gap between what must be explicit and what need merely be implied.’ Chris Ross, Guardian

            ‘Foster is a beautifully paced and delicately wrought tale … Claire Keegan has truly inhabited the mind of a child and crafted a story that will stay with you long after the final page has been read.’ Sunday Express

            ‘Short stories are sometimes called gems. This one is as lyrical as poetry yet so concentrated it’s a novel in miniature. A real jewel.’ Irish Independent

            ‘Foster puts on display an imposing array of formal beauties at the service of a deep and profound talent … Claire Keegan makes the reader sure there are no simple stories, and that art is essential to life.’ Richard Ford

            ‘There are few stories in contemporary Irish literature with the emotional heft of this novella-length tale of a young Wexford girl sent to stay with relations for the summer … Right from the opening line, readers of all ages will be hooked.’ The Times

         

      
   


   
      
         
            FOSTER

            Claire Keegan

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      
   


   
      
         
            For Ita Marcus

and in memory of David Marcus

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	1 

                  	2 

                  	3 

                  	4 

                  	5 

                  	6 

                  	7 

                  	8 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	About the Author 

                  	By the Same Author  

                  	Copyright 

               


         

      
   


   
      
         
            1

         

         Early on a Sunday, after first Mass in Clonegal, my father, instead of taking me home, drives deep into Wexford towards the coast where my mother’s people came from. It is a hot day, bright, with patches of shade and greenish, sudden light along the road. We pass through the village of Shillelagh where my father lost our red Shorthorn in a game of forty-five, and on past the mart in Carnew where the man who won the heifer sold her shortly afterwards. My father throws his hat on the passenger seat, winds down the window, and smokes. I shake the plaits out of my hair and lie flat on the back seat, looking up through the rear window. In places there’s a bare, blue sky. In places the blue is chalked over with clouds, but mostly it 4is a heady mixture of sky and trees scratched over by ESB wires across which, every now and then, small, brownish flocks of vanishing birds race.

         I wonder what it will be like, this place belonging to the Kinsellas. I see a tall woman standing over me, making me drink milk still hot from the cow. I see another, less likely version of her in an apron, pouring pancake batter onto a frying pan, asking would I like another, the way my mother sometimes does when she is in good humour. The man will be no taller than her. He will take me to town on the tractor and buy me red lemonade and crisps. Or he’ll make me clean out sheds and pick stones and pull ragweed and docks out of the fields. I see him taking what I hope will be a fifty pence piece from his pocket but it turns out to be a handkerchief. I wonder if they live in an old farmhouse or a new bungalow, whether they will have an outhouse or an indoor bathroom with a toilet and running water. I picture myself 5lying in a dark bedroom with other girls, saying things we won’t repeat when morning comes.

         An age, it seems, passes before the car slows and turns into a tarred, narrow lane, then a thrill as the wheels slam over the metal bars of a cattle grid. On either side, thick hedges are trimmed square. At the end of the lane there’s a long, white house with trees whose limbs are trailing the ground.

         ‘Da,’ I say. ‘The trees.’

         ‘What about ’em?’

         ‘They’re sick,’ I say.

         ‘They’re weeping willows,’ he says, and clears his throat.

         In the yard, tall, shiny panes reflect our coming. I see myself looking out from the back seat wild as a gypsy child with my hair all loose but my father, at the wheel, looks just like my father. A big, loose hound whose coat is littered with the shadows of the trees lets out a few rough, half-hearted barks, then sits on the step and looks back at the doorway where the man has 6come out to stand. He has a square body like the men my sisters sometimes draw, but his eyebrows are white, to match his hair. He looks nothing like my mother’s people, who are all tall with long arms, and I wonder if we have not come to the wrong house.

         ‘Dan,’ the man says, and tightens himself. ‘What way are you?’

         ‘John,’ Da says.

         They stand, looking out over the yard for a moment and then they are talking rain: how little rain there is, how the fields need rain, how the priest in Kilmuckridge prayed for rain that very morning, how a summer like it has never before been known. There is a pause during which my father spits and then their conversation turns to the price of cattle, the EEC, butter mountains, the cost of lime and sheep-dip. It is something I am used to, this way men have of not talking: they like to kick a divot out of the grass with a boot heel, to slap the roof of a car before it takes off, to spit, to sit with their 7legs wide apart, as though they do not care.

         When Mrs Kinsella comes out, she pays no heed to the men. She is even taller than my mother with the same black hair but hers is cut tight like a helmet. She’s wearing a printed blouse and brown, flared trousers. The car door is opened and I am taken out, and kissed. My face, being kissed, turns hot against hers.

         ‘The last time I saw you, you were in the pram,’ she says, and stands back, expecting an answer.

         ‘The pram’s broken.’

         ‘What happened at all?’

         ‘My brother used it for a wheelbarrow and the wheel fell off.’

         She laughs and licks her thumb and wipes something off my face. I can feel her thumb, softer than my mother’s, wiping whatever it is away. When she looks at my clothes, I see my thin, cotton dress, my dusty sandals through her eyes. There’s a moment when neither one of us knows what to say. A queer, ripe breeze is crossing the yard. 8

         ‘Come on in, leanbh.’

         She leads me into the house. There’s a moment of darkness in the hallway; when I hesitate, she hesitates with me. We walk through into the heat of the kitchen where I am told to sit down, to make myself at home. Under the smell of baking there’s some disinfectant, some bleach. She lifts a rhubarb tart out of the oven and puts it on the bench to cool: syrup on the point of bubbling over, thin leaves of pastry baked into the crust. A cool draught from the door blows in, but here it is hot and still and clean. Tall ox-eyed daisies are still as the tall glass of water they are standing in. There is no sign, anywhere, of a child.

         ‘So how is your mammy keeping?’

         ‘She won a tenner on the prize bonds.’

         ‘She did not.’

         ‘She did,’ I say. ‘We all had jelly and ice cream and she bought a new tube and a mending kit for the bicycle.’

         ‘Well, wasn’t that a treat.’

         ‘It was,’ I say, and feel again the steel teeth 9of the comb against my scalp from earlier that morning, the strength of my mother’s hands as she wove the plaits tight, her belly at my back, hard with the next baby.
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